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This is an ethnographic study that seeks to understand the literate world of children 
from diverse familial backgrounds, but at present living in one particular residential 
home in multi-ethnic Malaysia. While residential homes generate a lot of publicity 
especially during the festive seasons,  very little is in fact known of the residents,  not 
to mention the lack of research on literacy, which is indeed surprising, given its 
extensive influence on their daily lives. For example, daily literacy activities in the 
home could range from reading the grocery bills or the ingredients on the back of a 
food packet, to participating in reading festive cards sent by the public during specific 
festivals, to tuition and devotion sessions with volunteers.  
 
Given its institutional context, this study has two broad aims; firstly to explore the 
notions of power and/or equity that are inter-related to the constructions or 
negotiations of identities amongst the children in the home as they learn to become 
socially adept, accepted or even highly regarded amongst one another.  Literacy is 
viewed as a set of social practices and considered in terms of literacy events and 
practices.  The assumption taken on here is that literate practices have convertible 
exchange values as forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1993), and as a result are a catalyst for 
social transformation and/or change. Secondly, the study considers a wider framework 
for community involvement and  suggests an alternative to the general assumption 
that acknowledges the central role of parents in children’s literacy development. 
 
The study found that the literacy practices and events in the institution do in fact 
contribute significantly towards the formation of i
 xi
discovered that literacy mediates relationships amongst the residents living in this 
particular institution, and is an agent of socialization, not only amongst the children 
themselves but also with others adults, such as volunteers and visitors  who are part of 
this micro- community. As a result,  literacy plays a role in socializing the children 
not only  into  society but  among the residents themselves and through these literacy 
activities, interpersonal relationships are formed. In conclusion, literacy in residential 
care wears many caps, it plays a role in helping build personal relationships, aids in 














This study examines literacy in a residential home1 for abandoned, abused or 
neglected children in Malaysia. Focusing on concrete everyday lived literacy practices 
and events, this study describes the literacy practices in a particular home and offers 
an exploratory descriptive account of living in residential care. Using the narrative 
form, I offer readers a glimpse of the everyday lives of those living within the four 
walls of a residential home. More importantly, readers have the opportunity to learn 
about the various literacy practices and events that take place amongst this particular 
group of people - those living  in residential care because, while literacy is considered 
as integral in our daily lives and has been widely researched and studied, little is 
known about literacy in residential care. This study therefore seeks to produce or 
rather, contribute to a finer understanding and theorisation of institutionally-mediated 
literacy and how these events and practices inevitably, contribute to the 
transformation, scaffolding and sustainability of identities.  
 
 
                                                 
1
 The term ‘residential care’ is preferred over ‘orphanages’ in present-day social welfare services. This 
term ‘residential care’ came about in the 1950s, through the Residential Child Care Association, when 
an amalgamation took place between  a number of smaller associations from diverse areas, for 
example, Approved Schools (reformatories) and children’s homes.  It was a cross between a trade 
union lobby group and a professional society, and aimed to promote staff educational standards and the 
quality of care. Around the late 1970s, it amalgamated with the Residential Care Association to include 
institution-based workers for all age levels, including the elderly. The term gradually caught on in 
agencies and practice parlance to distinguish residential from other kinds of treatment orders, such as 
home supervision and day care.  It was one of those semantic shifts which occur from time to time to 
do away with older, negative connotations and to bring better understanding to a complex field. 
Definition taken from  Clough, R. 1982, Residential Work. .p.14 Macmillan Education Ltd. 
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1.1 Background to the problem  
Orphanages/homes in Malaysia receive a lot of publicity particularly on festive 
holidays. Corporate bodies, as well as the Malaysian Government through its Social 
Welfare Department, faithfully respond to the appeals from the homes,  which usually 
comprise either monetary donations or physical goods such as foodstuff, clothing and 
stationary for school. However, despite the occasional pictures in the daily 
newspapers depicting smiling children receiving gifts from well wishers, very little is 
known of the ‘tenants’ (also known as the children in the present study) lives, how 
they with cope day-to-day living in an institution, their daily routines and how they 
utilise the time spent in the home.   
 
To date, many studies have been published in the Social Welfare Journal of Malaysia 
on residential care. However, most of these studies more often than not, concentrate 
on the treatment methods for juvenile cases. Several studies have also focused on 
behavioural problems and the immediate attention required to ensure the safety and 
well-being of the parties involved, such as cases of delinquency, teenage depression 
and suicide, neglect, torture and abuse (Haji Salimon, 1999). Following these studies, 
relevant recommendations were made, including suggestions for treatment or 
prevention by professionals in overcoming these problems (Sayed A. Rahman, 2000). 
Besides these important issues, studies on those involved in the periphery of the 
establishment such as the social workers, people involved in the management, are also 
given due attention (Ismail Baba, 2000). 
 
However, while these are all very important issues to address, little is known of the 
literacy practices of tenants living in residential care. This lack of research comes as a 
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surprise, considering the role of literacy in the everyday lives of those living in these 
establishments. For example, the programmes gazetted in the homes include 
education, tuition classes, religious and moral education as well as recreation (for 
example, reading from a story-book, singing from the lyrics of songs, telling jokes 
and interacting with a computer screen) – most, if not all, of these programmes 
involve literacy in one form or another. As a result, literacy is integral to the 
children’s everyday life, not only from the schooling perspective but also from the 
perspective of the social networks that exist within the home. This is seen in not only 
the interpersonal relationships among the tenants but also the relationships between 
the tenants, on the one hand, and the staff, volunteers and visitors, on the other hand, 
in their day-to-day chores. This study therefore hopes to look at the language and 
literacy practices of a relatively understudied area of residential care and present a 
form of descriptive data comprising an uncommon union of both formal and informal 
practices and events. 
 
1.2 Statement of the problem 
Literacy amongst young children has received much attention in formal or school 
contexts (O’Brien, 1998; Prentiss, 1998; Barton, 2000) and informal contexts such as 
the home or non-school context (Au & Mason, 1983; Dyson, 1993, 1997, 2003; 
Gregory & Williams, 2000(a & b); Prinsloo, 2004). These studies show that children 
have a decided advantage when they were read to and when reading materials were 
available; Durkin (1966) for example, supports the idea that the level and nature of 
interaction between parents and children in home settings is the most critical factor. 
However, whilst researchers have highlighted the  home and school as key players in  
young children’s literacy, these studies have been conducted in different contexts or 
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situations and have more often than not, treated both formal and informal contexts as 
separate research sites and do not problematise a simple division between formal and 
informal spaces of literacy. Dyson (1997, 2003) for example, explores specifically a 
formalised setting, the classroom, as a social space for  children to negotiate with their 
teachers around the production and performance of texts which explore power 
relations, identity politics and situations of everyday life.  Prinsloo’s (2004) study of 
children’s use of language(s) on the other hand, focuses on an informal context, i.e. 
the playground. Seemingly, findings from these studies seem to suggest that a more 
complex typology of semiotic space is necessary in order to understand language and 
literacy as social practices and that formal and informal codes inevitably can exist at 
the same time, for example people talking in everyday contexts about formal texts 
(Barton et al 2000; Ivanič et al 2006).  This study considers it essential to amalgamate 
both the formal and informal spaces rather than to consider them as separate or 
distinctive domains when investigating specific issues related to the study of literacy 
acquisition and development. 
 
1.3 Justification for the study 
 
As there are many types of institutions, the present study chooses to explore  one type 
of institution that has received little attention in literacy studies - a residential home 
for abandoned or orphaned children. Firstly, before the proposal above can be 
justified, we should ask -why do institutions make important research sites? The 
following section discusses four key reasons that make social institutions necessary 
research sites, particularly if the intention is for us to understand how different formal 
and informal spaces interact and how this interaction via literacy practices, impacts 
upon the identity work of the clients.  
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The first reason concerns the institution as a common site for both formal and 
informal literacy practices and events of young children.  As noted in Section 1.1, 
most studies have made distinctions between school or formal literacy and home or 
informal literacy and have focused on children within educational settings (Barton & 
Padmore, 1994) or within the family (Taylor, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). 
Literacy practices in tertiary institutions have also seen a significant focus in recent 
research (Jones et. al., 1999; Lea & Stierer, 2000). As literacy and language practices 
have usually been treated in separately distinctive contexts, such as the school system 
or mainstream processes on the one hand and the local communities or the home 
system on the other hand, it would be helpful to study and understand both contexts 
and systems. As Heath (1982) suggested, the distinctive ‘ways of knowing’ of 
children entering schools can be explained in terms of rules and models learned at a 
young age, which they will exhibit in a system other than the home. Further, Street 
(1997) also recommends that we “develop collaborative projects that look at the 
actual literacy practices of home and school.” As such, it is necessary then, to study 
literacy practices vis-à-vis a context that amalgamates both the home and school. The 
reason being, in the present society, it is not uncommon to find both formal and 
informal literacy practices becoming germane to both contexts, for example, formal 
piano classes may be conducted in the home, or playing a game of cards during recess 
could take place in the school. 
 
The second reason for studying literacy in an institution is that in the present society, 
starting from the time they enter into kindergarten or pre-school, institutions such as 
the home/family and the school play significant roles in children’s early learning 
experiences and social networks. A study conducted by Ko and Ho (1992) on 2418 
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children aged between three and six in Singapore showed that many pre-school 
children spend more time with caregivers as parents go out to work. Sim et. al. (1992) 
lends support to Ko & Ho’s study by saying that today, a growing number of  pre-
school children are being  ‘farmed out’ on either a weekly or daily basis to other 
caregivers (other than the parents and immediate family due to changes in the 
economic situation of the homes. Along with these developments, many children 
spend increasingly large amounts of time in various institutions, attending tuition or 
enrichment classes, music classes, etc. With institutions playing prominent roles in the 
lives of children, for this study, I wanted to consider a type of institution which could 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how a group of children, placed 
together under on roof, live, learn and react to one another. For this reason, I chose a 
residential home as the study’s particular research site as I was also keen to 
understand how children learn and acquire appropriate behaviour in accordance with a 
specific institution.   
 
Third, institutions such as the residential homes are explicitly concerned with the 
development of young novices into mature citizens. Among the several programmes2 
carried out are providing care and protection services such as counselling. Since 2003, 
it has been made mandatory that all Malaysian children of school-going age (seven 
years old) attend formal schooling. Complementing school would be the usual 
tuition3, religious and moral education classes and recreational activities conducted 
outside school hours. As these institutions straddle the public and private spheres of 
civil and political society, formal literacy is dictated/determined by relations of 
                                                 
2
 Among examples of programmes  mentioned in the  brochure by the Department of Social Welfare 
Malaysia 
3
 In Malaysia, tuition is a term which  refers to the paid services of private tutoring sessions outside of 
school, however, in this home, the tutors volunteer their services. 
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power. As Baynham and Prinsloo (2001) suggest, social institutions and power 
relations pattern literacy practices, and “some practices are more dominant, visible 
and influential than others.” Moving slightly away from the context of residential 
institutions to illustrate how literacy may be employed to counter and resist the social 
mechanisms of power and identity in literacy, I append Ahearn’s (2004) study on a 
group of Nepalese women. Her study on the writing of love letters in Nepal illustrates 
these issues of power and identity in literacy practice as she shows how the writers 
utilise literacy resources and adapt them to their own purposes, in this case, for 
courtship. As such, these literacy events became “a catalyst for social change and 
other social transformation”, especially for the womenfolk. In other words, a focus on 
literacy will not regard the learning of language and literate abilities in isolation, but 
in relationship with others and with certain kinds of materials, reflecting certain kinds 
of sociocultural values of the society (Ochs, 1988). The literacy abilities of reading, 
writing, speaking are in actual fact, used for negotiating meaning and social 
relationships.  
 
Finally, as Malaysia experiences the impact of mass communication and globalisation 
on its local communicative practices resulting in a reduction of linguistic diversity 
among its population, it would be imperative to investigate how one particular 
language is preferred over the others, in particular in a multilingual country such as 
this. The above changes have been pointed out in recent studies in relation to the 
multilingual dimensions of contemporary literacy practices (Gregory & Williams, 
2000 (a&b); Martin-Jones & Jones, 2000). As emphasised by Woolard (1998) and 
Blommaert (1999), language ideologies are intimately bound up with people’s day-to-
day choices with regard to the languages used for literate purposes in various public 
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domains and for communication in the more private spaces of their lives.  Following 
up on the third point on how literacy practices and events are a catalyst for social 
change and possible social transformation, this study  highlights that part of the social 
transformation in this particular institution resulted in the unusual creation of a 
monolingual habitus that unexpectedly differed from  multilingual Malaysia4. This 
becomes an interesting point to note, primarily because the clients at the orphanage 
come from various linguistic backgrounds and are only introduced and inducted into 
English over the years of their stay in the institution. As such, for the majority who 
come from homes where English is not spoken, what are the mediating processes and 
forms of motivation in the learning of English?  Here, an important point to consider 
is that the children learn a language in multilingual and multicultural contexts for 
various functions and purposes. Besides, they possess different attitudes and views 
about learning English. Consequently, investigations involving the language learners 
must situate them within this larger context in order to explain their success (or 
failure) in learning the language. The institution, in keeping with its ideologies and 
aims, hopes to effect positive changes in the lives of the children. Not surprisingly, 
certain languages are preferred over others; in this case English becomes the main 
language used since it carries with it certain prestige and other possibilities. In other 
words, English language in the home, either written or spoken, is frequently 
associated with high culture and hence carries what Bourdieu terms ‘cultural capital’ 
(1986).   
 
                                                 
4
 Malaysia comprises people from various ethnic backgrounds, the Malays being the majority, Chinese, 
Indians, and other indigenous tribes. The official language is Bahasa Malaysia, while English is the 
preferred choice for communication and business purposes. Whereas the mother tongue for the Malays 
is the Malay language, Mandarin and other Chinese dialects such as Hokkien and Cantonese, are 
spoken by the Chinese, with Tamil and other Indian dialects such as Malayalam and Telegu spoken by 
the Indians. 
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With the preliminary aspects of the present study dealt with,  I now turn to the 
research questions. 
 
1.4 Research questions: exploring the issues of power and identity 
Given the significances of the study as mentioned in Section 1.2, institutions (in this 
study, a residential home for children), with their regulated activities and social 
hierarchies, are also sites for power relations (and/or domination). This study has two 
broad aims which reflect the nature of the research context5. Both research questions 
are equally significant and inter-related; consequently, they are developed iteratively 
and recursively throughout this thesis.  
 
The first overall aim is to explore the notions of power and/or equity that are inter-
related to the constructions or negotiations of identities amongst the children in the 
home as they learn to become socially adept, accepted or even highly regarded 
amongst one another. Arising therefore, out of the first aim are two specific questions 
indicated below:  
 
i. How do relations of power impact upon literacy in the institution? 
ii. How are identities negotiated/ constructed through literacy?  
 
                                                 
5
 In Goffman’s (1961) provision of an institution, all aspects of life are conducted in the same place or 
under the same roof and single authority and spaces such as allotments to sleep, play and work5 are 
shared instead of being personal or individual. Residents’ daily lives are carried out in the midst of the 
other residents, all of whom are treated alike and required to do the same thing together. There are also 
schedules to follow, and activities prearranged as part of a single over-all plan designed to meet the 
aims of the institution. Another important characteristic of an institution is the absence of parental roles 
which have been replaced by other adults who are usually non-family members.  
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Secondly, this study argues for the need to move beyond the paradigm of 
distinguishing between school-based and out-of-school literacy practices and place 
emphasis on the diversity of literacy practices co-existing synchronically in one 
institution. With the context being that of a residential home, this study highlights an 
alternative to the general assumption that acknowledges the central role of parents in 
children’s literacy development (Taylor, 1983; Weinberger, 1993) and considers a 
wider framework for community involvement. In addressing the role of non-parental 
intervention in the literacy of these children, this study looks at the role of mediators  
of literacy, comprising volunteers, visitors (and even the children themselves) who 
help scaffold, guide and nurture literate novices by helping them to read and write. 
Besides holding a role such as this, the adult mediators also help socialise the children 
into society, by teaching them a new language or acceptable forms of social etiquette. 
Arising from the study’s second focus that recognises the different mediators, 
materials and purposes of literacy, the following research questions include: 
i. what are the literacy practices and strategies that the children engaged in 
within the institution? 
ii. who are the mediators of literacy that have played significant roles in  
influencing the literacy development of the children ( for example, was 
there someone who was a guiding light6 )? 
iii. how effective are these mediators in preparing the children for the future 
through these forms of mediation? 
As this study is concerned with examining literacy in a specific cultural setting and 
social contacts, I have adopted the New Literacy Studies (NLS) approach which sees 
                                                 
6
 ‘Guiding lights’ a term used by Padmore (1994) to refer to people other than parents who had played 
a major role in their upbringing and/or early literacy life. 
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literacy as a social practice that should be studied in the context of the social and 
cultural practices of which they are a part. In fact, Street (2003) explains NLS as: 
a series of writings in both research and practice that treat language and 
literacy as social practices rather than skills to be learned in formal education. 
Research within this frame requires language and literacy to be studied as they 
occur in social life, taking account of the context and their different meanings 
for different cultural groups. (p. 79) 
 
 
Chapter 2 will discuss the theoretical rationale underpinning this study by, firstly, 
giving a general overview of literacy and by, secondly, elaborating the New Literacy 
Studies (NLS) approach, including the approach’s central issues.  
 
1.5 Significance of the study 
The research questions posed above (see Section 1:3) give me the opportunity to 
address certain issues that have recently been raised in conjunction with the New 
Literacy Studies approach which I have adopted for my study.  
 
Firstly, the claim by Collins and Blot (2003:65-66) that power in literacy studies is 
undertheorised. Consequently,  they call for an account of power in literacy studies 
that “captures the intricate ways in which power, knowledge, and forms of 
subjectivity are interconnected with ‘the uses of literacy’ in national, colonial, and 
post colonial settings.” Collins and Blot argue that literacy practices are infused with 
power, and in an illuminating discussion of specific ethnographic studies of literacy 
practices by Heath (1983), Street (1984)7 and Finnegan8 (1988), they claim that: 
                                                 
7
 In the 1970s, Street conducted field work in villages around Mashad, the holy city and capital of 
Khorosan province in North East Iran (1984, p.11). Street argues that “maktab” literacy contributed not 
only to a general social standing but also to the commercial success of an emerging class of 
entrepreneurs. 
8
 In a series of papers published by Ruth Finnegan, she was concerned with the many forms of 
communication found within any society or community, the technologies associated with them and any 
claims as to how specific technologies such as writing or print affect the nature of thinking and the 
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In Heath’s work, as well as in Finnegan’s, we find no exploration of power 
relations, nor how power is implicated in the construction of literate lives. This 
is not to say that Heath and Finnegan do not recognize power in its 
manifestations in language and literacy, it is simply not their focus. (p.65) 
 
Collins and Blot (2003) thus, suggest that although valuable insights have been gained 
from these ethnographic works, it is difficult to work out and account for “why 
literacy matters in the way that it does in the modern West.” They seem to imply that 
the “key to such an account will be the question of power in literacy and that the 
ethnographic tradition falls short of just this question (p. 65).    
 
This study also considers a wider framework for literacy studies among children by 
moving beyond the paradigm of parental and school involvement. Szwed (1981) calls 
for a turn away from the question of instruction and proposes that: 
we step back from the question of instruction, back to an even more basic 
‘basic’, the social meaning of literacy: that is, the roles these abilities play in 
social life; the varieties of reading and writing available for choice; the 
contexts of the performance; and the manner in which they are interpreted and 
tested, not by experts, but by ordinary people in ordinary activities.9   
       (p 20-21.) 
 
 
Twenty years later, Baynham (2004) suggests that “it is now time… to turn back to 
the question of instruction, understood as situated teaching and learning, using the 
fine-tuned resources of critical ethnography to understand and re-imagine the 
literacies of schooling.” 
 
This study looks at the type of blending, called syncretic literacy (Duranti & Ochs, 
1996) or new hybrid practices (Luke, 2003) where literacy practices from different 
                                                                                                                                           
formation of worldview. Finnegan’s ethnographic work with the Limba of Sierra Leone was carried out 
over a fifteen-month period in the early 1960s and counteracts the view that nonliterate people are 
simple, and unreflective.  
9Excerpted from Baynham, M. (2004) Ethnographies of Literacy: Introduction. Language and 
Education 18 (4) Special Issue. 
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domains such as the school, the home, the community are blended, where other 
mediators of literacy are involved, instead of the parents being exclusively seen as 
principal mediators of children’s literacy, and the use of various methods and 
activities which constitute literacy practices and events. In this study’s context, 
syncretic literacy will refer to the intermingling or merging of culturally diverse 
traditions that informs and organises literacy activities and incorporates diverse 
values, beliefs, practices, identities, and other material resources in the institution.  
 
1.6 Overview of the thesis 
The thesis is organised into five parts, covering ten chapters. This first chapter has 
provided an overview of the problem and its significance; in addition, it has 
elaborated the study’s research questions. 
 
Part II, comprising chapters Two, Three and Four, discusses the theoretical 
underpinning to the study. Chapter Two reviews the literature on ‘the New Literacy 
Studies’ perspectives which advocate literacy as a social practice. The ‘New Literacy 
Studies’ supports an ideological model of literacy which signals explicitly that 
literacy practices are entwined not only with the  cultural dynamics in a society but 
power structures (Baynham, 1995; Street, 1995). Within this model, children and 
adults draw upon a number of mediators of literacy (Baynham, 1995) and a blend of 
various types of activities, known as syncretic literacy (Duranti & Ochs, 1996).  
 
In Chapter Three, I refer to various theoretical frameworks which provide the  
conceptual substance to the investigation. This chapter will review some of the main 
concepts of three relevant social thinkers (Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu and 
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Erving Goffman) in order to permit a sophisticated and textured account of notions of 
power and identity, on the one hand, and their linkage with practices of literacy, on 
the other hand. Relating to the study’s context, specifically an institution, this means 
that the articulation of an understanding of how power is being considered is taken 
from Bourdieu’s (1986) notions of power and capital. Thereafter, more recent 
concepts of power (Norton, 1995, 2000) are discussed, in relation to how power is 
related to identity construction and negotiation. This brings me to the second main 
issue in this chapter, identity.  In particular, I turn to Goffman’s employment of a 
‘dramaturgical approach’,  (Goffman, 1959: 240) and the theory of positioning, where 
one’s ‘positions’ is perceived according to systems of power, hierarchy or affiliation. 
To look at how different types of identity are constructed or negotiated through 
different forms and orders of literacy that can be related to different types of semiotic 
spaces, Goffman’s (1959) discussion of 'performance' offers a number of concepts 
that might be usefully applied in this study, such as 'impression management', 
'theatre', props', 'interaction', 'appearances', and 'actors' point(s) of view'.  Finally, 
Foucault’s definition of power in an institution will be discussed. 
 
In Chapter Four, I provide a detailed explanation of the study’s research design. Here, 
I set out and justify my methodological approach, the data collection methods and the 
data analysis strategy. This chapter describes a combination of methods from 
ethnography (participation observation, interviews, etc). An ethnographic perspective 
assumes that an understanding of literacy requires detailed, in-depth accounts of 
actual practice in various cultural settings and social contacts (Gee, 1990; Barton, 
1994; Street, 1995). In addition, an ethnographic approach gives the readers the 
opportunity to acquaint themselves with these children, and the people whom they 
 15
come into social contact with in the home, and discover how literacy impacts the daily 
lives of those involved within this particular institution. It is also through the 
ethnographic approach of these “lived realities of literacy practices” (Street, 2001) 
that I intend to come to understand the ways in which literacy is able to transform 
relations of power and construct identities. 
 
Part III comprises Chapter Five and Six. Chapter Five starts with a detailed thick 
description, synonymous with ethnographic work and provides the background 
information of the study, the home and the informants. Chapter Six continues with an 
elaboration on the different literacy practices and events in the home, and shows how 
the time-table regulates the daily activities of children in the home. Here, the 
syncretism of literacy practices becomes obvious as readers are shown the different 
activities, mediated by a host of people (volunteers, the home’s staff, the children) 
related to the readers through vignettes.  
 
Part IV, which consists of Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine specifically addresses the 
study’s main research questions and analyses how various literacy practices and 
events impact the lives of those living in residential care. 
 
Finally, Chapter Ten concludes the thesis with a summary that synthesises and 







SETTING THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY 
 
Part II provides the theoretical rationale for the study of institutional literacy over 
three chapters- Chapters Two, Three and Four. As indicated in Chapter One, the 
parameters which mapped out the research topic and the questions formed in relation 
to the fieldsite call for theories that could be used to study, interpret and explain the 
relationships of power and identity in an institution.  
 
Chapter Two reviews the study’s approach to literacy, i.e. from a social-cultural 
perspective. This approach, advocated by proponents of the New Literacy Studies 
(NLS), encompasses a broader understanding of what is included when we talk about 
literacy. From their point of view, literacy is a socially-constructed phenomenon that 
is situationally defined and redefined within and across differing groups, from schools 
to homes and communities as a whole.  What counts as literacy in any group is visible 
in the actions members take, what they orient to, what they hold each other 
accountable for, what they accept or reject as preferred responses of others and how 
they engaged with text (Heap 1980, 1991; Green & Harker, 1982; Santa Barbara 
Classroom Discourse Group 199210). 
 
Given the study’s institutional context, ‘a residential home for children’, in order to 
understand the notions of power and how it is exercised, colluded with and resisted, 
through literacy, Chapter Three draws on the works of three social theorists, Michel 
Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu and Erving Goffman. To Foucault, power is exercised over 
                                                 
10
 From H.H.Marshall (Ed.), Redefining Student Learning: Roots of Educational Change, 1992. 
Reprinted with permission of Ablex Publishing Corporation. 
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both the dominant and the dominated and  power is not only exercised hierarchically 
in a ‘top down’ social structure, it is also performed at the micro level of daily social 
encounters between people with differential access to symbolic and material 
resources. To substantiate the point that power is dependent on the nature of resources  
in one’s possession, I turn to Bourdieu’s theory of power and capital. Finally, 
Goffman’s theory of how an individual is concerned with maintaining the impression 
that he or she wants to project is adopted in order to analyse the construction of 
identities amongst the informants.  
 
Chapter Four concludes Part II by providing the rationale for choosing  ethnography 
as the study’s research design. As this thesis intends to provide detailed descriptions 
on literacy in an institution of residential care and how this is mediated, taken up and 
transformed by children in the home, I would advocate ethnography as the most 
appropriate research methodology. Given its reputation for being time-consuming as 
compared with experimental studies or quantitative methodology, detailed reasons are 
provided to support this choice of methodology.  Chapter Four concludes Part II by 
providing in detail the data collection methods obtained as co-performer or participant 
observer in the field; the type, style, and techniques of interview; observations and 
field notes; and finally the data analysis.  Data were obtained through observations in 
the home, interviews, field notes and document perusal such as, photographs and the 














Having looked at an overview of the thesis in the introductory chapter, I now turn to 
the theoretical notions that guide the discussion of the issues and findings. This 
chapter seeks to show the relevance of the chosen theoretical framework by outlining 
key conceptual issues related to the framework and to this study. The focus on literacy 
will not regard the learning of language and literate abilities in isolation, but in 
relationship with others (mediators) and with different kinds of materials. The literacy 
abilities of reading, writing, speaking are considered not only as end points of 
linguistic competency, but also as they are used for negotiating meanings and social 
relationships. Consequently, the consideration made here would be that literacy 
practices are socially embedded and cannot be understood in isolation from society, 
social activities and practices. The first section of Chapter Two reviews the different 
notions of literacy, with particular emphasis on the tradition of New Literacy Studies 
(NLS) which provide the theoretical framework for this study.  
 
As the informants live under non-parental supervision, the second section of this 
chapter  considers a wider framework for family and community involvement, and 
underscores the need to move beyond the paradigm of parental involvement in 
children’s literacy development. Therefore, the focus will centre around the studies on 
mediators who may not be related through blood or kinship,  but make their skills 
“available to others, on a formal or informal basis, for them to accomplish specific 
literacy purposes.” (Baynham, 1995:39). This form of literacy intervention is 
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especially relevant in today’s society as immediate family members may not be 
present during the early stages of literacy development. Reasons include parents 
having to spend an increasing amount of hours at the workplace, resulting in children 
being placed in ‘institutions’ such as schools, learning centres or being taken care of 
by other adults to more tragic circumstances such as being abandoned or orphaned. 
 
2.1 Different conceptions/notions of literacy 
The term ‘literacy’ is broad in scope, with many possible meanings encompassing a 
variety of views and beliefs of what it is to be literate.  Traditionally, literacy was 
defined as the ability to read and write, or “a capacity to read and write” (Levine, 
1986). The study of literacy and literacy learning in classrooms was viewed as the 
study of reading and writing processes that individuals use as they engage in 
interpreting and producing texts.  Through the years, the definitions of literacy have 
changed and evolved.  
 
At one time, a literate person was one who could sign his or her name or possess the 
ability to read a book. Literacy, thus, was seen mainly from the psychological and 
educational perspectives (Vygotsky, 1978), and strongly associated with personal and 
cognitive development and relying on a set of internal mental processes.  Such 
definitions tended to identify those who were not ‘literate’ as being ‘unsuccessful 
academically or cognitively handicapped’ as they were perceived to lack the 
necessary skills such as the ability to read and write. The idea of literacy as a single 
‘thing’ tended to indicate that either one is ‘literate’ or not (Goody & Watt, 1968; 
Havelock 1982; Ong, 1982; Olson, 1988) and could be closely tied to the view that 
literacy is a technological tool or skill.  
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Further, traditional anthropological perspectives on literacy were dominated by the 
assumption that there was a fundamental divide between those who were literate and 
those who were not (Moss, 2001). Hence, much of the early work that defined the 
field of literacy studies framed literacy as a technology with important consequences 
for its users (van Enk et.al., 2005). Goody and Watt (1968) for example, perceived 
literacy as the technology of alphabet writing and proposed that it is this technology 
that brought about higher thinking and the development of political democracy in 
ancient Greece. It is also this view that led to the belief that literacy is essentially a 
neutral process, independent of specific social contexts, and unrelated to values, 
trends, practices and patterns of power within given social contexts. 
 
Research has since shown that the view advocating literacy as being a neutral process 
tends to reduce the complexities of literacy by ignoring the social, cultural and 
political contexts within which literacy is acquired and practiced. Now, more than 20 
years since, the field of literacy studies has moved away from the view of literacy as 
‘autonomous’ i.e. isolated or independent of variables (Street, 1984). Cook-Gumperz 
(1986), for example, described literacy as “not just the simple ability to read and 
write, but rather by possessing and performing these skills, we exercise socially 
approved and approvable talents; in other words, literacy is a socially constructed 
phenomenon” (p. 1). Literacy, according to Scribner (1988: 72), is an outcome of 
‘cultural transmission,’ which is acquired by individuals in the course of their 
participation in socially organised activities with written language. To Dyson (1992), 
literacy is a cultural tool with a symbolic function used for enacting social and 
cultural purposes.  
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Today, the narrower definitions of literacy as ‘the ability to read and write traditional 
print materials’ have been rejected by many educators as not honouring the role of 
listening, speaking and experiencing in the comprehension and understanding of the 
texts. Understanding of the concept of literacy has evolved from a focus on the ability 
of an individual to read and/or write to include an appreciated multiple activities 
(reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, symbolising, etc.) with multiple 
associated texts (prints, digital, video, symbolic, images, diagrams, conversations and 
syncretic or  hybrid products of these).  Therefore, what counts as literacy can range 
from simple reading and writing to engaging in any form of dialogic enterprise as well 
as multimodal and multilingual activities requiring complex forms of processing. 
With these additions to the view of literacy (besides being acts of reading and 
writing), then talk is also part of literacy. Literacy events such as bedtime story 
reading, writing notes, grocery lists, creating puns, jokes, and poems all testify to the 
close integration of oral and literate practices in children’s lives. 
 
Langer (1987) further extended on the notions of literacy as ‘ways of thinking’; this is 
in consonance with Hasan’s (1996)  notion of ‘reflection of literacy’ which sees the 
role of literacy as ultimately a means to “reflect, to enquire, and to analyse” (Hasan, 
1996: 408).  Langer has also added contextual and cultural factors to the cognitive 
ones; and, drawing from Bakhtin (1981), she notes: 
‘rather than seeing (literacy) as composed of independent skills and 
proficiencies that are called upon at needed moments (Bakhtin) offers us a 
vision in which the educated individual calls upon a multi-layered history of 
experiences with language and content, cutting across many contexts.’  
                        (Langer, 2001: 838) 
 
Therefore, with the ever expanding range of the meaning of literacy, it is common 
nowadays to speak of various kinds of literacy: cultural literacy, critical literacy, 
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information literacy, computer literacy, functional literacy, personal literacy, 
multicultural literacy, academic literacy, media literacy, adult literacy, and workplace 
literacy. Definitions of literacy continue to broaden, particularly in response to new 
technologies, globalisation and rapid societal change. For example, Luke and 
Freebody (2000) suggested that the repertoire of practices should not include only 
traditionally viewed forms of texts but also new communications technologies via 
spoken language, print and multimedia. Not surprisingly, the term ‘multi-literate’ has 
been developed to describe the characteristics of a literate person in today’s world. 
Multiliteracies thus include not only traditional print literacies, but also other modes 
of representation made available through multimedia and technological change. Cope 
and Kalantzis (1994) have encapsulated the different forms of literacies as 
‘multiliteracies’ to describe the “growing significance of cultural and linguistic 
diversity” (p. 2).  Their definition of the term ‘multiliteracies’ encompasses multiple 
communicative channels, new social relations and the increasing salience of linguistic 
and cultural diversity. Street, in particular has described an ideological model of 
literacy, which recognises that literacy practices are culturally embedded and that 
socialisation into the meanings of literacy is done through a number of social 
institutions, besides the educational ones (1984: 2). Given this understanding, literacy 
can also be seen as a tool used to maintain or transform social institutions and 
hierarchies in society (Lankshear & Lawler, 1987; Street, 1984), an issue that this 
study seeks to address. 
 
2.2 The ‘New Literacy Studies (NLS)’ approach 
In his seminal Literacy in Theory and Practice, (1984), Street describes two broad 
approaches of conceptualising literacy. He named the first the ‘autonomous model’, 
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which viewed ‘literacy’ as a variable that is independent of other factors that cause 
changes in peoples’ lives and  treats it independently of social context.  The second 
was called the ‘ideological model’, which attempted to understand literacy in terms of 
concrete social practices and to theorise it in terms of the ideologies in which different 
literacies are embedded. This approach started a new tradition in literacy research and 
subsequently, replaced the notion of literacy being autonomous. Accordingly, literacy 
is embedded with other social factors, including a group’s culture, political or 
economic conditions, social structure and local ideologies. This ideological model of 
literacy recognises literacy practices as culturally embedded and socialisation into the 
meanings of literacy through a number of social institutions besides education or 
through formal teaching (Street, 1984:2). In addition, the ideological model proposed 
by Street (1994a) looks at literacy practices as being context-bound and that these 
practices are always associated with relations of power and ideology (Street, 
1994a:139). This view of literacy as a social practice is referred to as ‘New Literacy 
Studies’ or ‘NLS’ (Street, 1993a, 1995; Gee 1996). 
 
The notion of literacy practices offers a way of conceptualising the link between 
literacy activities such as reading, speaking and writing and the social structures in 
which they are embedded in and helped shape. Barton & Hamilton (2000) identify six 
propositions about the nature of literacy in NLS. According to them, literacy is a set 
of social practices which can be observed in events mediated by texts; literacy is 
multiple and associated with different domains of life; thirdly, it is patterned by social 
institutions and power relationships resulting in some literacies being more dominant, 
visible and influential than others, fourthly these practices are purposeful and 
embedded in cultural practices; fifthly literacy is historically situated yet is dynamic 
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and changing over time.  With NLS, literacy encompasses not only reading and/or 
writing but also events in which mediation with texts exists, for example, talking 
about a text, singing from a song lyric to discussing the latest movies from a 
magazine. Examples of ‘unconventional ways’ where texts are present but not read in 
the conventional ways are when they exist as a symbolic or central form – chanting 
and blending sounds in religious classes and reciting texts at choir or drama classes 
(see Saxena, 1994; Knobel, 1999; Kelly et.al., 2001). This new approach to literacy, 
also known as syncretism, is defined by Volk et al. (2003) as ‘a creative process in 
which participants draw on texts from diverse contexts and, by putting them together 
in novel ways, reinvent cultural practices.’ Syncretic literacies as such, according to 
Gregory et. al. (2004), assume a wider interpretation of literacy which include: 
‘what children take culturally and linguistically from their families and 
communities, how they gain access to the existing funds of knowledge in their 
communities through finely tuned scaffolding by mediators, and how they 
transform existing languages, literacies and practices to create new forms 
(syncretism).’ (p.5) 
 
The assertion that literacy is a social practice has become a central tenet of socio-
cultural theories of literacy, embodying ways of social belonging. Indeed, van Enk 
et.al. (2005) has stated that being literate is similarly understood in terms of 
membership. As such, with  literacy research taking into account a broader 
consideration of literacy as a social practice as well as a cross-cultural perspective, 
those involved in literacy work have shifted attention from reading and writing as 
independent skills,  represented in idealized and prescribed terms to locating them 
within the real social and linguistic practices that give them meaning. Subscribing to 
the ideological view of literacy, literacy can never be understood as objective and 
ideologically neutral. Every use of writing is shaped in and by its social context. For 
example, Ahearn’s (2004) study sees literacy as a catalyst for social change and 
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transformation. In her study of a group of Nepalese women, she showed how writers 
of love- letters took hold of available literacy resources and adapted them to their own 
purposes, in this case, creating some avenues to social powers for themselves. Among 
the Hmong of Philadelphia (who are famous for their weaving),  for example, teachers 
have abandoned traditional school-oriented literacy teaching in favour of helping 
particular women develop skills for commercial purposes (Weinstein-Shr, 1993; 
Weinstein-Shr & Quintero, 1994). These examples show that even the most 
established and institutionalized conceptions of literacy can be traced back to social 
and cultural conventions and needs. As such, the attempt to define literacy must both 
depart from and include the social institutions that surround and support it.   
 
Hence, given the nature and characteristics of literacy according to Street and Barton 
& Hamilton,  my study seeks to discover the literacy practices that are played out in 
the day-to-day interactions within an institutional context and how the characteristics 
of literacy, such as the differential in practices, purposes, are in turn, patterned by the 
social institutions and power relations.  
 
2.2.1 The scope of New literacy Studies (NLS)  
The interest of NLS in exploring the diverse form of literacy has led to its emphasis 
on the study of ‘vernacular’ or non-dominant literacy practices in communities, such 
as the work place, the  home, the neighbourhood and other social institutions. Many 
studies have sustained an interest in exploring the ideological underpinnings of 
different literacy practices and how they have been perceived and represented and 
ultimately developing ideas on how local literacies may be used in individual or group 
empowerment. Among the topics of research focused on in NLS are: 
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i. community-based literacy practices (Saxena,1994, whose research  
provided local accounts of literacy practices in the Punjabi-speaking 
communities in London; Gregory and Williams (2000) who looked at the 
types of literacy found in two contrasting areas of East London – 
Spitalfields and the City of London) 
ii.  home-school literacy practices (Pahl [2002 a & b],  who makes 
discounted, local, family practices visible and available to be taken into 
account into the mainstream environments of schooling) and  
iii. literacy and schooling (Prentiss, 1998; Barton, 2000).  
 
As noted from the above, most studies have looked at or treated  children’s literacy 
practices in distinctly separate domains, either within the school (Wallace, 2005) or 
outside the school for example- children drawing on the Literacy Hour at home to 
‘perform or play schooling’ (Gregory & Williams, 2000). Informed by the socio-
cultural perspective on literacy research  and moving away from the educational or 
cognitive skills, the focus of this shift has been oriented towards out-of-school 
settings (or in less formal educational setting) such as the role of literacy in society, or 
its role in the lives of specified informants or a particular social group.  For example, 
literacy as a social activity has been investigated by researchers such as Barton (1991 
et. al., 1994) who proposed an ecological approach to the everyday practices of 
reading and writing. He argued that this approach would make it possible to 
understand ‘how literacy is embedded in other human activity, its embeddedness in 
social life and in thought, and its position in history, language and learning (Barton, 
1994: 32).  
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The interest and emphasis on variable literacies as practice and ideology in social 
context is most appropriately approached from an ethnographic perspective; 
researchers working in very different contexts have conducted ethnographic and 
anthropological studies of local and situated literacies11. A key question raised by this 
work concerns not what level of literacy proficiency a cohort or community may have 
reached, but how people ‘take hold’ (Street, 2001) of literacy; that is, what they do 
with it in their lives in and beyond school.  
 
To date, many in-depth ethnographic studies of literacy development have been 
conducted in schools and/or families in contrastive communities. A wealth of 
‘ethnographies of literacy’ has emerged deploying and developing these and other key 
concepts in a variety of international contexts, including the U.K. (Barton & 
Hamilton, 1998); the U.S.A. (Collins, 1995; Heath, 1983); South Africa (Prinsloo & 
Breier, 1996); Iran (Street, 1984); India (Mukherjee & Vasanta, 2003); Mexico 
(Kalman, 1999); South America (Aikman, 1999).  Classic ethnographic approaches to 
literacy are exemplified in the works of  Heath (1983) and Street (1984), and in the 
more recent work by Williams and Gregory (2000), Pahl (2002), Ahearn (2004) and 
Prinsloo (2004) – all based on the daily uses of written language(s) by specific groups 
or subgroups in specific localities.  These approaches, according to Graff (1987) 
provided ‘both new and better cases for study, opportunity for explanations, and 
approaches to literacy’s variable historical meaning and contribution’ (p.127). They 
offered examples of the functions and uses of literacy for individuals and groups, 
examining how literacy practices are supported, sustained, learned and impeded in the 
lives of children and the people they come into contact with.  
                                                 
11
 See for example Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic, 2000; Martin-Jones & Jones, 
2000; Prinsloo & Breier, 1996; Street, 2001; Ivanic, R, et.al, 2006. 
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One of the most influential studies using an ethnographic methodology was Heath’s 
(1982) classic piece about the literacy  practices and events in three very different 
communities in the United States of America.  Her work demonstrated how home 
literacy differed from the more formalised contexts of school literacy. Heath’s 
interpretation of literacy was not simply the ability to read and write; nor was it 
limited to the traditional learned skill of school, but a social phenomenon. Children 
acquire language and literacy practices from their cultures and the norms of the 
particular cultures in regard to social and religious activities; the role of the family 
and the school is the zone in which these practices come to interact and inform one 
another. In particular, the study focused on three groups of children from varying 
backgrounds: Roadville (a white working class community steeped for generations in 
the life of textile mills) and Trackton (a black working class community whose older 
generations grew up faming the land but whose present generation work in the mills). 
Heath suggested, “that the school teachers and guardians of their own community's 
ways of doing things, failed to recognise the competencies that come from other 
communities and this placed the members of those other communities at a 
disadvantage.” 12 
 
Following  very much in the tradition of Heath‘s 1983 study, Williams and Gregory 
conducted a 10-year study, examining the types of literacy found in two contrasting 
areas of East London – Spitalfields and the City of London at the end of the twentieth 
century. The study highlighted how children managed to blend home, community and 
school language and learning styles to enhance both home learning and school 
achievement, revealing many diverse paths to literacy acquisition. Examples of 
                                                 
12
 Excerpt taken from  Moss, G. 2001. Literacy and the social organization of knowledge in side and 
outside school.  Language and Education. Vol 15, No. 2 &3, 2001 
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practices of literacy socialisation included the chanting and blending of sounds in 
their religious classes and reciting texts at choir, drama classes or even the reading of 
‘unofficial’ texts at home (Gregory & Williams, 2000). The blend of practices from 
various domains revealed a complex heterogeneity of traditions, resulting in a new 
and dynamic reinterpretation of literacy. In addition, this work highlighted the efforts 
of a diverse number of people, such as family members (e.g. siblings), grandparents, 
and members of a wider community in the literacy socialisation of children.  
 
Literacy in the private spheres of the home has been studied by Taylor (1983) while 
Duranti and Ochs’s (1986) work on the impact of literacy on the different social order 
in Western Samoa described the consequences of literacy instruction in a traditionally 
non-literate society. Studies on religion and literacy have been conducted by Street 
(1984), who also discovered the role of literacy in business transactions in an Iranian 
village. Barton and Hamilton (1998) have also undertaken research on the daily 
literacy practices of the adult community in Lancaster. Barton and Ivanic (1991) also 
conducted research regarding writing in the community. Moreover, some scholars 
have investigated central issues in literacy such as power and identity have, using the  
ethnographic approach. For example, in her account of the politics of literacy among 
Hispanic women in Los Angeles, Rockhill (1987) focused on literacy as power. 
Further, while Jo’s (2001) study of how Korean-American students’ language 
expressions reveal characteristics of diasporic cultural identities, Reder and Reed 
Wikelund’s (1993) study highlights the role of literacy in the maintenance of ethnic 
identity in Seal Bay.   
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Studies on literacy practices among children, grounded in home, school and 
community settings, reveal how children create for themselves radical forms of 
teaching and learning in ways that are not typically recognized, understood or valued 
in schools. Knobel (1999) conducted an ethnographic study of four adolescents and 
the multiple literate identities that the four subjects enacted through their literacy 
practices at home and at school. The study was situated alongside a movement to set 
national academic literacy standards in Australia which Knobel argues, generally 
involves discussion about what students should know, while ignoring or devaluing the 
knowledge and understanding they bring with them to the classroom. In an attempt to 
understand both the range of literacy practices in which young people engage in their 
everyday lives and how those practices intersect with the literacy practices of school, 
Knobel used a multiple case-study approach to examine literacy events in the lives of 
these four young people. In  a similar vein, Prinsloo’s (2004) case study looked at a 
particular group of children in Khwezi Park outside Cape Town and their emergent 
literacy practices, not through the lenses of the home and school literacies but through 
their out-of-school peer play. The park,  seen as a distinctive domain, allows for 
game-playing which inevitably creates a site of meaning-making and identity work 
whereby the children could mediate and model for each other the semiotics, practices 
and resources of school, local and popular culture, religion, mass media and home. As 
such, these studies reiterate that literacy practices are to be considered from the  point 
of view of their multiplicity and variation, that is, a blend of different literacy 
activities in people’s lives, in various domains, used for a variety of reasons and 
purposes and performed in different languages.  As Baynham (1995) notes, unless the 
influences of context on literacy practices are taken into account, an important 
dimension for the understanding of literacy is being ignored since literacy is in fact a 
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socially constructed phenomenon that is situationally defined and redefined within 
and across differing groups, from schools to homes and communities as a whole. 
 
In summary, events are observable episodes, shaped by or from practices which are 
socio-culturally embedded. In other words, people have different literacies which are 
associated with different domains of life, historical periods and cultures (Street, 1984; 
1993a). Additionally, as literacy practices are necessarily situated within broader 
social relations, they are tied to cultural values and multilingual settings (Durgunoğlu 
& Verhoeven, 1998) and are situated in social and cultural interactions.  
 
With the plethora of studies providing informative and important accounts of literacy 
practise in all these communities, what is lacking at present are studies that 
amalgamate both domains of literacy i.e. school and out of school.  The amalgamation 
of domains is necessary and needs to be addressed since   in the present society, it is 
common to find both formal and informal literacy practices becoming germane to 
both contexts, as previously explained in Chapter One.  This study, hopefully, bridges 
the gap between these two domains and offers an explanation of the interface between 
informal, intimate practices of literacy and more institutionalised and formal uses. 
 
2.3 Central conceptual issues13 in New Literacy Studies 
I now turn to two central conceptual issues in NLS, power and identity, and though 
they are treated separately in the study, they impact on each other.   
 
 
                                                 
13
 The theoretical framework of this study elaborated in Chapter 3, will be based on the theories of 
Bourdieu, Goffman and Foucault in tandem with the notions of power and identity in NLS. 
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2.3.1 The concept of power in New Literacy Studies 
Street (2001) emphasises that his ideological model of literacy does not only attend to 
cultural meanings but also to the power dimensions of reading and writing processes 
in different contexts.  Explorations on power relations and of how power is implicated 
in the construction of literate selves are important issues addressed in New Literacy 
Studies.  As Street (1993) acknowledges, “we also need bold theoretical models that 
recognise the central role of power relations in literacy practice.” Thus, his argument 
is that since literacy is embedded in “socially constructed epistemological 
principles…the ways people address reading and writing are themselves rooted in 
conceptions of knowledge, identity, being.” (Street, 2001:7)  
 
Notwithstanding this study’s site, that is, an institution which in itself comprises 
social hierarchies, it is important that we consider the power relations which exist as a 
result of the intermingling of different groups of people. The institutions, as Foucault 
(1979) has noted, have provided themselves with ways to discipline individuals and to 
manipulate individuals to discipline themselves and as a result, the institution 
becomes a site of resistance, empowerment, solidarity, discrimination14. Accordingly, 
the notion of power and the advantages of being in a position of power enable an 
individual or a group to designate, produce and authorise certain discourses and 
activities.15  As suggested by Baynham (1995) when investigating the notions of 
power in literacy, “we need to investigate the ways in which relationships based on 
unequal power shape literacy, both in terms of who is  included and who is excluded, 
                                                 
14
 Foucault’s theory on power and the institution will be elaborated in Chapter 3. 
15
 Bourdieu (1992) explains the  notion of power in his analysis of educational systems, has put forth 
concepts of cultural and linguistic capitals in order to explain how schooling functions to perpetuate 
class privilege and class division. He explains the relationship between people’s practices and the 
contexts in which those practices occur, referring to these contexts  (discourses, institutions, values, 
rules and regulations) which produce and transform attitudes and practices as ‘cultural fields’. See 
Chapter 3 for detailed explanation on Bourdieu’s notions of capital. 
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and in terms of how literacy is achieved in daily living.’” Reading, for example, is a 
social practice that involves more than either reading books (and this is considered in 
some developed societies as a form of cultural promotion); nor is it merely for 
‘functional’ purposes. Rather, it is an activity that engages with multiple identities and 
multiple cultural practices that are embedded in relations of power through culturally 
specific literacy practices.  
 
On the relationship between literacy practices on the one hand and power on the other 
hand, Egbo’s (2004) work for example, showed how women in rural Nigeria became 
empowered through literacy, and as a result, were offered greater power within their 
households and greater opportunities in the labor market and increased respect from 
the villagers. Egbo argued that literacy is necessary in the transformation of these 
women’s social world and their place within it. In another context, Kanno and Miller 
(2004) further gave credence to this perspective of a distinct link between power and 
identity and showed how second language learners in specific schools were subjected 
to unequal power relations and were often unable to achieve the ‘right to speak’ and 
‘impose reception’ (Bourdieu, 1991). As Street (2001) notes, to consider a world of 
engaged readers, then, is to consider a world in which power relations are always 
present: “Power, then, is not something to be acquired out there, as an outcome of 
literacy learning, but is already involved in the process of learning itself.”  With this 
view, understanding the relationship between literacy and power requires research 
that focuses on literacy in different social contexts where we may also  begin to 




2.3.2 Identity in New Literacy Studies 
The relationship between the use of literacy and a person’s sense of self-
representation is often closely tied up with his or her feelings of social and personal 
identity, which is the second issue central in New Literacy Studies. Many authors 
have noted the ways in which identities are performed through social and linguistic 
interactions, that is,   “linguistic behaviours are constitutive of what kinds of persons’ 
the interactants are.” (Foley, 2000)  The conception of identity is thus understood as 
“how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, how that relationship 
is constructed across time and space, and how the person understands the possibilities 
of the future …” Norton (2000:5) This conception of identity should also be 
understood with “reference to larger, and frequently inequitable, social structures 
which are reproduced in day to day social interaction.” According to Ochs (1990), the 
use of certain indexical elements within a language can mould the affective dimension 
of a context, and as a result, forge the social identities of speakers. Norton and Toohey 
(2001) proposed that the negotiation of more powerful identities via intellectual and 
social resources to gain access to peer networks in turn contributes to a language 
learner’s success. Subscribing to Weedon’s (1997) theory that language is a place 
where a person’s sense of self and subjectivity is constructed,  Norton (2000) further 
emphasises that it is through language that one negotiates a sense of self within and 
this is a process that changes across time and space. 
 
Many studies exemplify how identities are created and sustained through a particular 
use of literacy and participation in literacy events, either as a writer or reader. Ivanič 
(1997), for example, show how people from the academic community, through their 
writing, align themselves with socio-culturally shaped subject positions, and thereby 
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play their part in reproducing or challenging dominant practices and discourses, and 
the values, beliefs and interests. Hall and Robinson (1994) demonstrated that the 
process of literacy learning for very young children signals important messages about 
identity and control in school. Padmore (1994) in her article on ‘guiding lights’ 
showed how a person’s identity is formed by the people who love and respect him or 
her; particularly in childhood: these people may act as role models or mentors who 
take an interest or give advice that is carried through to adulthood. Davies et al. 
(1990) also showed how literacy can function to decrease or promote one’s self-
worth. Further, Malan’s (1996) study on the learning and everyday literacy practices 
of adults in Belville South, a working-class coloured area revealed that in their daily 
lives, people changed faces and roles all the time; for example, parents in their homes 
become shift workers in factories, whereas grandfathers become breadwinners to 
support  their families through state pensions. Finally, Rockhill’s (1993) study on 
Hispanic women showed how these women adopted new literacy genres that opened 
new worlds and identities that aided them in overcoming their oppressive situations as 
immigrant housewives. 
 
In his work advocating a situated approach to literacy, Gee (1996) provided an 
account of language variation in identity construction, starting with the example of 
socioeconomic classes and their variations of language use.  Gee also emphasised that 
the use of standard or colloquial forms of pronunciation differ among the social 
classes. In sharing a sense of solidarity or belonging with a group, speakers may 
choose certain variations; conversely, they may also choose alternates to mark status 
or position that distinguishes one hierarchy from another. Thus, speakers do not 
assume simple singular identities; rather, they inhabit multiple identities (for example, 
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a student, a sister, a friend) and this multiplicity highlights the constructed nature of 
society.  
 
2.4 Multilingualism in New Literacy Studies 
Since literacies are social practices, reading and writing become bound up in social 
processes which locate individual action. As Woolard (1998) and Blommaert (1999) 
emphasise, language ideologies are intimately bound up with people’s day-to-day 
choices with regard to the languages used for literate purposes in various public 
domains and for communication in the more private spaces of their lives. A 
multilingual context comprising different languages, dialects, varieties adds further 
diversification and complexification to literacies (Hornberger, 1989, 1990) as social 
practices.  
 
The term ‘multilingual’ focuses attention on the multiple ways people draw on and 
combine the codes in their communicative repertoires to make meaning as they 
negotiate and display cultural identities and social relationships. This term 
‘multilingual’ is also used by Martin-Jones and Jones (2000)  to capture the 
multiplicity and complexity of individual and group repertoires because the term 
provides the most accurate description of the communicative repertoires of the 
individuals and  linguistic groups as they have more than one spoken or written 
language within their repertoire. These repertoires include many communicative 
means, for example, languages, dialects, styles, registers and channels, otherwise also 
considered as part of syncretism. This also takes into account the multiple paths of 
acquisition and varying degrees of expertise within individuals’ and groups’ 
communicative repertoires. It offers a way of conceptualizing these paths of 
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acquisition and degrees of expertise (e.g. first language to second language, and third, 
fourth languages), receptive-to-productive and oral-to-written skills, uses and 
practices.  
 
While parts of these practices are observable, through events and activities played out 
by the informants, some practices operate on a socio-cognitive level and include 
values, understandings, and intentions people have, either individually or as a group, 
about what they and others do.  In the school context, for example, according to 
Heller and Martin-Jones (2001), it is a common practice that questions of 
multilingualism in education are usually seen as a matter of linguistic proficiency. 
They note that “linguistic practices are central to struggles over controlling the 
production and distribution of resources and the over the legitimisation of relations of 
power, which are in the end, what such control amounts to” (p.2), and this explanation 
is what  Bourdieu (1977) and Blommaert  (1999) consider  as legitimate language.  
 
As multiple literacies are associated with multiple identities, differing identities can 
also result in a multiliterate environment in various domains, for a variety of reasons 
and purposes and in different languages or a common language. An example would be 
the study of Punjabis in Southall. In his study, Saxena (1994) found that for the 
Punjabis in Southall, Britain, being literate in both English and an Indian dialect 
involves taking up complementary, not competing, identities. The study also finds that 
the constitution of their multiple (religious and secular) identities reflected in different 
practices, are a response to the changing social, economic and political conditions, not 
only within that particular  community but in the British context as well.  Schecter and 
Bayley (2002) have in turn, argued that the multilingual persona in fluid persona and 
 38
situational contexts may have an ephemeral quality and as such, these individuals may 
choose (or resist) the identities offered; they may also at times construct new 
identities should unfavourable circumstances cause them to do so. Hence, identity 
flows with events and situations depending on the way of life which determines the 
dominance of particular identities over others, and to explain how a person shifts from 
one language to another, for various purposes, I use the term ‘multilingual’ (Martin-
Jones & Jones, 2000) to describe the reasons for shifting. 
 
2.5 The roles of parental and non-parental intervention in literacy  
In this section I consider different socialisation contexts, specifically the role of 
parents versus non-parental mediators of literacy and review studies conducted by 
researchers using the NLS approach. These studies that highlight the role of mediators 
of literacy showed the involvement of particular groups within the community, 
besides the mainstream paradigm comprising the parent or teacher, and how these 
people engage in literacy activities with children.  I will first provide a general 
account of the literature on the involvement of parents in their children’s early literacy 
development.  Finally, I will discuss the role of non-parental mediators of literacy 
from the NLS approach.  
 
2.5.1 The parent, the child and literacy: some research findings on parental 
involvement and children’s early literacy  development  
From the early and mid-1900s till the present day, the studies which attribute a child’s 
early literacy development to parental involvement are almost unquantifiable. In the 
beginning, the concern was with children who came from lower economic 
backgrounds, suggesting that the environment played a considerable role in the child’s 
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success in school. Issues in family literacy have been at the centre of discussions in 
education  since the 1960s when  researchers in reading, linguistics, educational and 
developmental  psychology, and sociology attempted to identify factors in the home 
that contribute to children’s success and failure in school. Durkin (1966, 1974-75) 
studied home (parent) variables in the reading development and reading performance 
and behaviours of black children from low-income homes in Chicago.   
 
Since the beginning of the first quarter of the twentieth century in Britain, research 
has been conducted on the school performance of children from ‘poor areas’, for 
example, in London’s East End.  The Hadow Report  in 193116 put forward the reason 
for general low achievement  as that of poverty itself, since the child from a ‘poor 
home’ had little opportunities for reading. In 1967, The Plowden Report 17 on 
children’s primary education argued that children’s IQ were 18environmentally 
determined and that this problem  should be quickly addressed if the child was to have 
any chance of school success. 
   
During the 1970s, responsibility for children’s educational success in Britain began to 
shift more noticeably to the parents and the family environment.  Instead of economic 
poverty, the upbringing of a child was said to have resulted in an ‘intellectual poverty’ 
(Plowden Report, 1967) and had to be addressed if the child was to have any success 
in school at all. An important part of the child’s upbringing was the language used at 
home. In fact, in the 1960s and 1970s, the argument was that inadequate language 
                                                 
16
 The Hadow Report (1931). p. 2, Introduction: Poverty and illiteracy - the deficit myth Gregory, E 
and Williams A. City Literacies, Learning to read across generations and cultures. (2000) Routledge. 
17
  The Plowden Report (1967) p. 3, Introduction: Poverty and illiteracy - the deficit myth. Gregory, E 
and Williams A. City Literacies, Learning to read across generations and cultures. (2000) Routledge. 
18
 Children who are brought up in a home background where the forms of speech are restricted are at a 
considerable disadvantage when they first go to school and may need to have considerable 
compensatory opportunities for talking if they are to develop verbal skills and form concepts. 
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experiences at home were likely to lead to a low level of cognitive ability and poor 
school achievement.19 A positive link between the home and school was found to be 
essential to a child’s educational success and parents who read to their children were 
likely to impart a sense of the importance of literacy to their children; this mindset, in 
turn, affects how children perform in school. In most homes, parents are their 
children’s first teacher, they are often the first to read to their children; during the pre-
school years, parents greatly influence their children. Parents influence student 
academic achievement by serving as their role models (Anderson, 2000). Children’s 
reading attitudes and behaviours can be affected by what their parent’s model in their 
home environment. If a child regularly observes parents reading books, magazines, 
and newspapers in their spare time, children will model that behaviour and learn to 
occupy themselves with reading too. 
 
In 1975, The Bullock Report20 was commissioned out of concern over reading 
standards, focusing on children from lower social-class families. Drawing particularly 
upon research in language development and sociolinguistics, the Report stressed the 
‘vitally important role’ played by parents in extending and elaborating a child’s 
speech:  
…the best way to prepare the very young child for reading is to hold him on 
your lap and read aloud to him stories he likes, over and over again… 
We believe that a priority need is…to help parents recognize the value of 
sharing the experience of books with their children. 
 
 
                                                 
19
 The Plowden Report (1967) in   p. 3, Introduction: Poverty and illiteracy- the deficit myth.  Gregory, 
E and Williams A. City Literacies, Learning to read across generations and cultures. (2000) 
Routledge. 
20
 The Bullock Report (1975) in Pg 4-5, Introduction: Poverty and illiteracy- the deficit myth.  Gregory, 




The view of what differentiated ‘good’ from ‘poor’ parenting gained momentum 
throughout the 1980s till the present (Gregory and Williams, 2000).This view was 
further strengthened by results from  a ten-year study on 128 children’s literacy 
performance at ages 7 to 11 by Gordon Wells (1985, 1987). In this study, it was found 
that the absence of story reading in lower-social-class homes simply perpetuated the 
cycle of disadvantage and failure, and that children in such homes, the reports  
claimed, needed the experience of books and the pleasures of being read to. This view 
that ‘babies need books’ only further implied that it was the responsibility of the 
parent to provide the child with the necessary  reading experiences which will 
ultimately lead to an easier entry to formal schooling. 
 
A number of studies in the United States and Britain have also highlighted the central 
role of parents in children’s early literacy development (Taylor, 1983; Weinberger, 
1993). Parents encourage reading and writing development at home by providing 
opportunities for meaningful literacy experiences, pointing out environmental print, 
reading to their children, especially at bedtime (Heath, 1982b; Harste, Woodward & 
Burke, 1984; Weinberger, Hannon & Nutbrown, 1991). In the 1980s, research on 
children and families learning literacy focused on cross-cultural and social issues 
(Heath, 1983), family within school contexts and mother-child interaction (e.g. Baker 
and Stevenson, 1987). Teale and Sulzby (1986) examined children’s first or early 
representations of and uses for literacy and discussed parents’ roles in this early 
developmental stages of literacy. Collectively, these studies demonstrate a 
relationship between children’s performance in school and the parental involvement 
of literacy practices at home. 
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Research in literacy began to acknowledge the role of the family as central to 
learners’ valuing of education and persisting in school and program activities 
(Epstein, 1992; Stevenson & Baker, 1987). Studies over the past ten years have 
pointed to the high levels of literacy that often exist in homes or described the family 
as educator (Leichter, 1984), especially prior to schooling. Several studies also 
suggested that children in families where books and other reading material are often 
available often perform better in school than children in homes where such material is 
unavailable (Allen & Mason, 1989). 
 
Parental involvement is also linked to children's school readiness and research shows 
that greater parent involvement in children's learning positively affects the child's 
school performance, including higher academic achievement (Sui-Chu & Willms, 
1996; Trusty, 1998; McNeal, 1999; Scribner, Young, & Pedroza, 1999; Yan & Lin, 
2002) and greater social and emotional development (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997; 
Fantuzzo & McWayne, 2002). Simple interactions, such as reading to young children, 
may lead to greater reading knowledge and skills (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998). 
Also, children with richer home literacy environments are thought to demonstrate 
higher levels of reading knowledge and skills at kindergarten entry (Nord, Lennon, 
Liu, & Chandler, 2000). 
 
Using an ethnographic approach, Heath (1982, 1983) found that in the homes of 
‘mainstream families’, parents supported their children’s literacy development by 
asking questions, engaging them in conversations and reading bedtime stories. The 
interaction between a parent and a child acquiring literacy together has a profound 
effect in the development of cognitive skills and the notion of parent as being the 
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child’s first teacher grew from numerous researches that stressed the importance of 
parental involvement in a child’s pre-school period. On the other hand, the 10-year 
longitudinal study conducted in Spitalfields and London by Eve Gregory and Ann 
Williams (2000) offered an alternative model of early reading success. In most 
migrant homes, both parents had to work and parental involvement was minimal in 
the child’s pre-school years. Thus, a child was considered to be at a   ‘disadvantaged’. 
However, the study found that instead, his rich cultural diversity made him more 
successful in school than his British counterpart.  In the absence of parental 
involvement in the children’s literacy,  other studies have also shown the possibilities 
of replacing the role of the parent with that of a non parent,  resulting in terms such as 
‘guiding lights’ or ‘mediators of literacy’.  
 
2.5.2 Mediators of literacy 
Baynham (1995) used the term ‘mediator of literacy’ to mean a person who makes his 
or her skill available to others on a formal or informal basis, for them to accomplish 
specific literacy purposes. From the New Literacy Studies, Gregory & Williams 
(2000) further extended these specific literacy purposes to include any resource for 
literacy learning. In sociological terms, the notion of a mediator of literacy is related 
to ideas of network (Fingeret 1983) and role (Barton & Ivanič, 1991).   
 
Over the past couple of decades, literacy researchers have increasingly recognised the 
importance of literacy mediators in a whole range of social contexts (see Fingeret, 
1983; Moll, 1992; Prinsloo & Breier, 1996; Barton & Hamilton, 1998). Literacy 
mediators are people who assist others who are unable to independently manage a 
literacy task (for example, read a note or write a memo). This happens everywhere – 
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in workplaces, homes, and the whole range of social contexts, and it enables many 
people to get through life quite successfully. The mediators of literacy are usually 
people who are involved in the literacy process under more informal circumstances: 
teachers at out-of school community language or religious classes such as from 
Sunday School; youth advisors, enrichment classes; and tutors who come to the home 
to provide tutoring services. The mediators could also be  ‘guiding lights’, a term used 
by Padmore (1994), to refer to people who are especially inspiring, such as mentors, 
role models, grandparents or siblings. Some ‘guiding lights’ seem to have adopted the 
role of role models in place of parents,  providing conscious literacy help and support  
and although it  is difficult to see the extent of the ‘guiding lights’ influence in terms 
of educational attitudes and outcomes, it appears that ‘guiding lights’  play a very 
significant role. Thus, childhood initiation into literacy is viewed as a collaborative 
group activity, rather than a dyadic activity between parent (usually the mother) and 
child (Gregory & Williams, 2000:11). 
 
This notion of mediator of literacy is used by Wagner et al. (1986) on literacy 
practices in Morocco and Shuman (1986, 1993) in a study concerning the 
communicative practices of Black and Puerto Rican teenagers in an American school. 
Baynham's (1995) study of a Moroccan community living in the United Kingdom 
found the community practicing an interpreter strategy that used formal and informal 
mediators of literacy. The use of formal mediators of literacy follows the practice in 
some countries of using a public scribe, who can be found in the marketplace and for 
a fee, will read, write, or type a document. Informal mediators include family 
members, neighbours, and friends. 
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Research on the literacy of linguistic minorities and immigrant communities have 
identified strategies for coping and transitioning across socio-linguistic contexts (see, 
for example, Farr, 1994; Hartley, 1994; Baynham, 1995; and Merrifield et al., 1997). 
Mediated literacy strategies in immigrant communities include the use of an 
interpreter strategy in the form of formal and informal mediators; the use of the native 
language when there are linguistic similarities (e.g., English and Spanish); learning a 
limited set of literacy skills for routine activities, such as answering the telephone; use 
of ethnic services and media; and if necessary, avoiding contact with the larger 
community.  
 
In a study of children of Bangladeshi origin living in London, Gregory (1998) called 
for the need to move beyond the paradigm of parental involvement in reading which 
presently informs home/school reading programmes for linguistic minority children in 
the United Kingdom. She examined the role of siblings as mediators of literacy, and 
showed through a combination of ethnographic and ethnomethodological approaches, 
how older siblings provided finely tuned ‘scaffolding’ closely adjusted to the reading 
ability of the individual child. 
 
In her study of Chinese immigrant children in New York City, Sung (1987) observed 
the reversal of parent-child roles and discovered the extremely influential role of 
immigrant children as mediators within the family; this influence sometimes extended 
into the community. She noted that: 
…right after immigration, parents and children are at the same starting line. 
Neither speaks English, but within a few years the children will have attended 
school and become fairly proficient in English. At that point, the parents will 
turn increasingly to their children for help. Instead of the parents leading the 
way and instructing the child, the roles are reversed. (p. 183)  
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Thus, to move beyond the emphasis on parental involvement in the literacy of 
children could be possible with the involvement of mediators of literacy, for example, 
the community. This alternative makes it possible for children who do not have 
immediate family members mediating literacy for them, to have equal opportunities in 
acquiring literacy like their counterparts.  
2.6 Summary  
In conclusion, the discussions of issues and findings in this study are guided by the 
following theoretical notions. Firstly, “literacy is best understood in its contexts of 
use.” (Baynham, 1995) Within the framework of literacy as a social practice and in a 
cross-cultural perspective, literacy is now seen from the perspective of not only  being 
a set of solely independent skills; rather, they are  located within the real social and 
linguistic practices that give them meaning instead of being represented in idealized 
and prescriptive terms. Critical of the skills-based literacy which equates literacy with 
a schools-based one, the social practices view of literacy holds that there isn’t one 
literacy, but many. This view of literacy does not accept school-based literacy as the 
only form of literacy but as one which has been given special status (Auerbach et al., 
1997:15). Therefore, the view advocated in the New Literacy Studies is that the focus 
be on context and the variation in the uses and meanings of literacy in different 
cultural settings.  
 
Secondly, “literacy is ideological and like all uses of language, it is not neutral, but is 
shapes and is shaped by deeply held ideological positions which can be either explicit 
or implicit.” (Baynham, 1995) It is embedded in “socially constructed epistemological 
principles,… the ways people address reading and writing are themselves rooted in 
conceptions of knowledge, identity, being” (Street, 2001:7). As such, Baynham 
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(1995) suggests that we need to investigate the ways in which relationships based on 
unequal power shape literacy, both in terms of who is included and who is excluded, 
and in terms of how literacy is achieved in daily living. Since literacy is a socially 
constructed phenomenon that is situationally defined and redefined within and across 
differing groups, from schools to homes and communities as a whole, unless the 
influences of context on literacy practices are taken into account, an “important 
dimension for the understanding of literacy is being ignored.” (Baynham, 1995) 
 
Finally, childhood initiation into literacy is viewed as a collaborative group activity 
rather than a dyadic activity between parent (usually the mother) and child (Gregory 
& Williams, 2000:11). Looking beyond the paradigm of parental involvement in the 
literacy children, if children or young persons are to develop into mature adults, able 
to cope independently in society, with a capacity to contribute to community life as 
well as receive from it, then community links have a major part to play in their social 
upbringing and development. Unlike their counterparts, these children do not have the 
guidance of immediate family members, especially parents in their literacy 
endeavours.  
 
As this study is concerned with the study of literacy in social contexts, the 
methodological approach most appropriate would be that of the ethnographic 
perspective which incorporates a mixture of interviews, observations, etc. This 
research design will be discussed in Chapter Four, the methods appropriate to such a 
study were drawn from the broad tradition of ethnographic studies in anthropology 
and the social sciences, foregrounding the description and interpretation of 
communicative practices, in order to provide a “...magnified image of the workings of 
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powers and the deep structures of inequality..” (Blommaerts, 2001) However, before 
an in-depth discussion is carried out on the methodology, Chapter 3 will see to the 
construction of a theoretical framework based on the works of Bourdieu, Foucault and 



























In this study, literacy is viewed as a set of social practices and considered in terms of 
literacy events and practices (see Chapter 2). To recap, this view of literacy as social 
practice considers literacy as embedded in the activities and practices of society, not 
as an isolated activity and unrelated to everyday practices. In other words, it is 
difficult to separate it from society’s activities. Also, the view of literacy as social 
practice holds that there is more than one literacy, and that it is not only school-based. 
Accordingly, as indicated above, the parameters mapped by my main research 
question (see Chapter 1 Section 1.3) called for a social theoretical informedness to 
provide a more sophisticated scaffold when analysing the power relations played out 
in literacy activities. This chapter  will review some of the main concepts of three 
relevant social thinkers (Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu and Erving Goffman), 
linking these thinkers to each other and exploring ways in which they elucidate the 
concerns of this thesis.  
 
3.1 Defining power 
Given the nature of the research questions i.e. to investigate how literacy is 
appropriated through power and identity (two main notions synonymous with 
institutions), a discussion on some theories of power is required to foreground the 




Analyses of literacy and power tend to take to be skewed toward the extremes of 
optimism or pessimism.  Some researchers maintain that literacy empower learners, 
some like Freire (1994) proposed that ‘hope’ us a crucial resource for educators. 
Others, recognising that access to literacy and other levels of education fall broadly 
along the familiar contours of social inequality “despair of ever using a form of 
education to interrupt social reproduction.” (Bartlett, 2003) In the vein of power and 
literacy, I will start Chapter 3 with an overview of the notions of power, specifically, 
Foucault’s elucidation of the power-knowledge connection and his emphasis on the 
role of human sciences in the normalisation of social principles, institutions and 
discourses. 
 
Hindess (1996) differentiates between two conceptions of power, firstly as a 
quantitative phenomenon, indicative of a capacity to act and secondly, as a “right to 
act, with both capacity and right being seen to rest on the consent of those over whom 
the power is exercised.” (Hindess, 1996: 1)  Considering both perspectives, Silverman 
(1989) concurs that while people may exercise power, they could also at the same 
time, be governed by  it. On the other hand, the possession of power and advantages 
of being in a position of power enable an individual or a group to designate, produce 
and authorise certain discourses and activities. 
 
3.1.1 The Foucaultian perspective 
Foucault gives a broader and more modern view of the importance of power in human 
activity, arguing that “power is everywhere... because it comes from everywhere.” 
Since power is everywhere, it is impossible to escape the effects of power (Aldrich et. 
al., 2001). To Foucault, the exercise of power is not simply a relationship between 
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partners, individuals or the collective; it is a way in which some act on others and can 
exist or is put into action when exercised by someone over others. Foucault’s position 
is that power is relational and multicircuited; it is not centralised, top down, or the 
possession of any individual.21 As such,  “power is not something that is acquired, 
seized, or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to slip away; power is 
exercised from innumerable points.” (1978: 94) His point is that there is no central 
power; power always unfolds in relation to local sites and subjects, and that 
participants in local sites are complicit and necessary for the playing out of 
power/knowledge relations.22 To Foucault, power is exercised over both the dominant 
and the dominated and as such, would be meaningless, if it only had the capacity to 
oppress.  
 
3.1.1.1 Institutional power 
Keeping close to the study’s institutional context, the next section necessitates a 
discussion on a key concept - institutional power.  Institutions, according to Foucault 
(1977, 1984, 1991) are purveyors to networks of disciplinary power. Foucault’s 
perspectives on institutions include the various institutions in the society (e.g. 
educational, legal, penal, and governmental) as well as private and public spheres. To 
Foucault, institutions like prisons, schools, and workplaces are built around the rituals 
and practices of legal and discursive knowledge and power. In other words, 
institutions build up regimes of ‘truths’ for the categorisation of human beings, 
deploying regimes of practices for monitoring the subjects; these regimes include 
physical training and punishment. These institutions, as Foucault (1979) has noted, 
provide themselves with ways to discipline individuals and to manipulate individuals 
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to discipline themselves. Consequently, the institutions become sites of resistance, 
empowerment, solidarity and discrimination.  
Foucault introduces two images related to institutional discipline.  At one extreme is 
“the discipline blockade, the enclosed institution, established on the edges of society, 
turned inwards towards negative functions.” At the other end, “with panoptism, is the 
discipline mechanism which is functional and improves the exercise of power by 
making it lighter, more rapid, effective, a design of subtle coercion for a society to 
come.” (Foucault, 1977)  Like the institution of a prison, other institutions, such as the 
school, and in the study’s context, the residential home, have within their structures 
the panopticon, a physical structure used to spy on the subjects under surveillance 
although, they never knew when they were being watched.  The power of the gaze 
taken from the prison context, is also applicable in the establishment of the ‘economy 
of looks’ where people are not only valued in terms of the outward appearance; 
valuable activities, such as acquiring knowledge are understood in terms of a series of 
visual metaphors, such as insight and vision, so that the idea of looking (or gazing) is 
associated with power, knowledge and value.23  
 
In his book, Discipline and Punish24, Foucault (1977) examined the school as an 
institution which regulates ordinary people and is a site for power, in which 
establishing groups, precise measuring and recording and the careful scheduling of 
bodily action are micro techniques of a ‘disciplinary power’ (pp 170-228).  Unlike 
repressive power, disciplinary power is “pervasive and complex, insinuating itself into 
modern subjectivity, brining the identities and physical characteristics or ordinary 
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 See Understanding Foucault, 2000. Danaher, G, Schirato, T and Webb, J. (Australia: Sage 
Publications) p.57. 
24
 The context of the book was concerned about the disciplinary institutions and practices in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
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populations within the purview of bureaucratic procedure.” (Collins & Blot, 2003: 73-
74) In Foucault’s account, this power is not used to increase freedom and well-being 
but rather, to subject the ordinary people to domination. Therefore, those exercising 
power may claim that their action – through bureaucratic institutions, aid agencies, 
education, etc. – is just technical, neutral and functional. However, in retrospect, these 
people or parties are actually creating and maintaining their power and influence over 
others through these practices. For instance, in educational institutions, within the 
learning situation, power relations are imbued among the teachers, facilitators and 
learners, though often, learners are not aware of them (Rogers, 1992). Moreover, the 
control learners are subjected to is characterised as the “supervision of the activities of 
the subject population” (Giddens 1990, p.58); some forms of supervision or 
surveillance are direct, as in the prisons, schools.25  Therefore, be it inside the 
institutions or outside of them, institutional structures are saturated with relations i.e. 
social, economical, educational, etc. and  always comprise these power relations- 
relations between men and women, young and old (Caputo & Yount, 1993). Although 
institutions such as classrooms, residential homes and workplaces invariably have a 
physical presence, more importantly, they should also be understood as being 
constituted by relationships- between school principles and teachers, teachers and 
students, supervisor and the staff, etc. Incidentally, particular habitus,  markets and 
capitals allow for social changes, an example of this would be as Bourdieu suggested, 
in asserting linguistic capital through a literacy  practice, a person makes a social 
claim to authority that must then be evaluated by the audience. 
 
 
                                                 
25
 as Foucault describes in the Archeology  of Knowledge (1972). 
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3.1.2 Forms of capital26 for social transformation and change: A Bourdesian 
approach  
Bourdieu describes power in terms of the kinds of ‘capital’ available and realised by 
human subjects as they engage in productive work in distinct cultural fields. For 
Bourdieu, “capital acts as a social relation within a system of exchange, and the term 
is extended to all the goods, material and symbolic.” (Harker et al., 1990:1)  
Following Marx, Bourdieu (1986: 241) defines capital as ‘accumulated labour’, in 
material, objective forms and embodied forms. He defines capital very widely, 
including the material things which may have symbolic value, such as  branded goods 
and things which cannot be ‘touched’ but have culturally significant attributes – 
prestige, status and authority – attached to them. The Bourdesian approach 
encompasses three fundamental forms of capital: economic, social and cultural. 
Although these forms can be sources of social advantage and social class 
differentiation, he recognised that all types of capital could be derived from economic 
capital through varying efforts of transformation.  
 
Further, while Bourdieu states that cultural and social forms of capital are 
fundamentally rooted in economic capital, he acknowledges that they can never be 
completely reduced to an economic form. Rather, social and cultural forms of capital 
remain effective because they conceal their relationship to economic capital. Bourdieu 
sees social capital as a resource or asset derived from social connections that can be 
couched in terms of social mobility. Setting up the original frameworks for theorizing 
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 Richard Harker, Cheleen Mahar and Chris Wilkes, in  An Introduction to the Work of Pierre 
Bourdieu (1990), discuss Bourdieu’s definition of capital of being very wide and includes the material 
things which may have symbolic value, such as branded goods and things which cannot be ‘touched’ 
but  have culturally significant attributes (prestige, status and authority) attached to them. Also included 
in Bourdieu’s definition of capital is cultural capital (defined as culturally-valued taste and 
consumption patterns) which is defined as a social relation within a system of exchange, and comprises 
and extended ‘to all goods, material and symbolic’, such as education, knowledge and skills. 
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‘capitals’, Bourdieu (mainly in Distinction, 1984) argued that the possession of 
different sorts of capital places people differently in the social hierarchy. A classic 
example is the comparison between teachers, who have high cultural capital and low 
economic capital, and industrialists, who possess low cultural capital and high 
economic capital. These two groups, which have different capabilities of drawing 
from and generating resources, are differently placed in the social class structure.27    
 
Cultural capital is defined as culturally-valued taste and consumption patterns, the 
social relation within a system of exchange. It also comprises or extends ‘to all goods, 
material and symbolic’, such as education, knowledge and skills.  In his analysis of 
educational systems, Bourdieu puts forth concepts of cultural and linguistic capitals to 
explain how schooling perpetuates class privilege and class division. As Bourdieu and 
Passeron (1970) argue, schools play a key role in the production and reproduction of 
social identities and unequal relations of power. As in educational settings, this 
argument would be a central area of interest in developing a fuller understanding of 
the cycles of everyday lives of those living in my research site where literacy and 
language practices are bound up in the legitimating relations of power among 
residents from various linguistic backgrounds. Bourdieu (1982)28 further explains the 
relationship between people’s practices and the contexts in which these practices 
occur and refer to these contexts (discourses, institutions, values, rules and 
regulations) which produce and transform attitudes and practices as ‘cultural fields’29.   
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 See B. Silva, E and Edwards, R. Operationalising Bourdieu on Capitals: A Discussion on ‘The 
Construction of the Object’. A Working Paper for the ESRC Methods Programme, June 2004. 
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 In Jenkins, R. (1982) `Pierre Bourdieu and the reproduction of determinism', Sociology 16(2), 270-
281. 
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constitute an objective hierarchy, and which authorise certain discourses and activities. However, a 
cultural field is also constituted by or out of the conflict which is involved when individuals or groups 
attempt to determine what constitutes capital within that field, and how that capital is to be distributed.  
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In ‘Language and Symbolic Power’ (1991), Bourdieu writes that  “utterances are not 
only signs to be understood and deciphered; they are also signs of wealth, intended to 
be evaluated and appreciated, and signs of authority, intended to be believed and 
obeyed.” In other words, language, to Bourdieu, is not powerful in itself; it becomes 
powerful when it is used in particular ways, or by particular groups or institutions.  
 
The role of language in social reproduction was greatly illuminated by Bourdieu who 
focused on the often-unequal relationships between interlocutors and the importance 
of power in structuring speech. In arguing that “speech always owes a major part of 
its value to the value of the person who utters it” (1977: 652), he suggests that the 
value ascribed to speech cannot be understood apart from the person who speaks and 
that the person who speaks cannot be understood apart from a larger network of social 
relationships. Bourdieu argues that when a person speaks, the speaker wishes to be 
“believed, obeyed, respected, distinguished” (1977: 648). However, the abilities of the 
speakers to ‘command a listener’ are unequally distributed because of the symbolic 
relations between interlocutors. Bourdieu’s (1992) metaphor of the economy of the 
language identifies language as symbol of power and the linguistic products as a 
currency able to bring various resources. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1985, 1986) ideas 
of linguistic marketplace, language is taken as a form of capital and of ‘ethos’ and 
‘habitus’ by examining how languages are used in the children’s everyday lives and 
how attitudes towards language are constructed within this community. In other 
words, predisposed attitudes, values or ways of behaving towards languages (and 
literacy) could be attributed to the influence of cultural trajectories or the partly 
unconscious ‘taking in’ of rules, values and dispositions. The concept of linguistic 
capital was introduced to describe the respect or authority enjoyed by the speaker. 
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According to Bourdieu, linguistic exchanges invoke a complex network of power 
relations in which the producer, by uttering a word or particular texts, makes a bid for 
social authority (Bourdieu, 1977). Those with high linguistic capital speak with 
‘command’, and people with a wider range of resources in a society can have access 
to power and privilege. Weedon (1997: 21) suggests: “Language is the place where 
actual and possible forms of social organisation and their likely social and political 
consequence are defined and contested. Yet, it is also the place where our sense of 
ourselves, our subjectivity is constructed.”  In fact, language is seen as part of 
processes of social action and interaction and a way of exerting influence over others; 
yet, it is a symbolic resource which may be tied to the ability to gain access to, and to 
exercise power (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). 
 
In a more recent work involving power, Norton (2000) uses the term ‘power’ to refer 
to “the socially constructed relations among individuals, institutions and communities 
through which symbolic and material resources in a society are produced, distributed 
and validated” (p. 7). She refers to symbolic resources as ‘language, education and 
friendship’ while material resources include ‘capital goods, real estate and money.’ 
Norton defines power as “being neither monolithic nor invariant, it is not simply 
something that can be physically possessed, but a relation which implies social 
exchange on a particular set of terms” and as constant as society is in changing its 
value, so are the resources being constantly renegotiated. Power, to Norton (2000), 
does not operate only at the macro level of institutions but also at the micro level of 
“everyday social encounters between people with differential access to symbolic and 
material resources – encounters that are inevitably produced within language.”  In 
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other words, literacy practices carry with them power relations that represent broader 
struggles for domination, which are played out in daily interactions (Rockhill, 1993).  
While the concept of power appears to be more negative than positive in the sense 
that power is used for the purposes of domination and submission, and as a force that 
is exercised by some human beings on others who struggle to resist it, perspectives in 
more recent works suggest that power is not always negative or a bad thing. It has 
also been suggested recently that power could be thought of in a more positive way 
(Street, 1995; Kress, 1997; Lankshear, 1997). The question is  neither “how a few 
gain access to existing power”  nor how to resist the power structures, but rather “how 
power can be transformed” so that it “works in  a positive way to bring out human 
potential and to harness creative energy.” (Street, 2001: 297) 
 
Complementing Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, which focus on the relationship 
between symbolic power and identity, and the need to find out how these identities 
are constructed in the home, I analysed the informants’ linguistic choices and physical 
activities during the literacy events and practices as they interacted with one another. 
Interaction, according to Goffman (1956), is viewed as a ‘performance’, shaped by 
environment and audience, constructed to provide others with ‘impressions’ that are 
consonant with the desired goals of the actor (p.17). When analysing the informants’ 
‘performances’, I refer to Goffman’s employment of a ‘dramaturgical approach’, a 
theatrical analogy as the mode of presentation comprising actors on/off stage which 








3.2 Exploring identities: Goffman’s presentation of self in everyday life 
 
Studying relations of power involves looking at the construction of identities because, 
as mentioned previously, the literacy practices examined in this study have 
convertible exchange values as forms of capital and as a result are both a catalyst for 
social transformation and change.  Identity, explains Giddens (1997), is the distinctive 
characteristic of a person’s character or the character of a group. As such, both 
individual and group identities are largely provided by social markers. 
 
According to Gee (1990), identity is a ‘socially-situated’ construction that 
encompasses ‘the multiple identities we take on in different practices and contexts.’ 
As a person interacts with others and the  environment, the interactor forms a state or 
appearance which includes  the manner and style in which actors 'carry themselves', 
for example, a stance, gait or gesture. For Bourdieu, habitus refers to socially 
acquired, embodied systems of dispositions and/or predispositions, in other words, 
habitus includes  ingrained dispositions to act, think and feel in a particular way. For 
example, a person’s habitus could be shaped by the way he or she is socialised within 
the family, peers, in the education system and social classes. Although it is assumed 
that identity constitutes what makes someone ‘unique’, it can be powerfully 
associated with membership (or the lack of it) in certain groups. Tajfel (1978) in fact, 
developed a theoretical framework for studying ‘social identity’ as something distinct 
from one’s personal identity based on features such as traits, and appearance. Identity, 
therefore, requires both individuation and social relatedness (Josselson, 1980).   To 
study identity, writes Victoria Munez (1995), “means to explore the story of identity – 
the narrative of identity – the way we tell ourselves and others who we are, where we 
came from, and where we are going.” (p. 46) Social identity can be seen as the 
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various ways in which people understand themselves in relation to others, and how 
they view their past and their future (Norton-Peirce, 1995). For example, the act of 
immigrating to a new country can profoundly affect a person's social identity and he 
may take on a shift in his collective identity (Rouse, 1995). 
 
In exploring the details of individual identity, Goffman (1959) employs a 
‘dramaturgical approach’ concerning the way the individual presents himself or 
herself. His discussion of 'performance' in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 
(1959) offers a number of concepts that might be usefully applied in this study: 
'impression management', 'theatre', props', 'interaction', 'appearances', and 'actors' 
point(s) of view'. Briefly, his book illustrates how messages are conveyed, what 
constitutes as convincing performances, the presence of front and back stages and the 
large effects that the reputation of performers (which can be affected by small acts) 
can have on the success of future performances. These ideas in turn are especially 
relevant to the study that intends to create a systematic framework to explain the 
construction and/or negotiation of identities in different types of spaces and the 
different orders of literacy found in the institution30.  
 
According to Goffman, people in daily life are actors on a stage, the audience are 
those who observe what others are doing, the parts are the roles that people play, the 
dialogue consists of ritualised conversational exchanges while the costuming consists 
of whatever clothing happens to be in style. Extending his ‘dramaturgical analysis’, 
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over-all plan designed to meet the aims of the institution. Adapted from ‘The characteristics of total 
institutions’ in Amitai Etzioni (ed.), A Sociological Reader on Complex Organisations, New York: holt 
Reinhart and Winston, Inc.,pps 312-38.   
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Goffman divides the stage into ‘front’, ‘back’, and ‘outside’ of the stage. On the front 
stage, the individual is visible; at the back, the ‘impression fostered by the 
presentation is knowingly contradicted as a matter of course,’ indicating a more 
‘truthful’ type of performance; and at the backstage, the conflict and difference are 
more fully explored, mainly due to the absence of responsibilities of the team 
presentation. To be outside the stage, on the other hand, involves the inability to gain 
access to the performance of the team, described as an ‘audience segregation’ in 
which specific performances are given to specific audiences, allowing the team to 
contrive the proper front for the demands of each audience. This allows the actor and 
audience to preserve proper relationships in interaction and the establishments to 
which the interactions belong.   
 
The process of establishing a social identity is closely related to the concept of the 
‘front’ which is described as “that part of the individual’s performance which 
regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who 
observe the performance.” Goffman uses the term ‘performance’ to refer to the 
activities of an individual which occur during a period marked by his or her 
continuous presence before a set of observers and which have some influence on the 
observers. In constructing a ‘front’, information about the actor is given through a 
variety of communicative sources, all of which must be controlled to effectively 
convince the audience of the appropriateness of behaviour and in consonance with the 
role assumed. Attempts are made to present an “idealised” version of the front, more 
consistent with the norms, mores, and laws of society than the behaviour of the actor 
when not before an audience. Concerning personal front, we may include the 
 62
following: insignia of office or rank, clothing, sex, age, and racial characteristics, size 
and looks, posture, speech patterns, facial expressions, bodily gestures, and the like. 
As people live in a world of social encounters, they are involved either in face-to-face 
or mediated contacts with other participants. In everyday life, first impressions are 
important. Society is organised on the principle that an individual who possesses 
certain positive characteristics has a ‘moral right’ to expect others to treat him or her 
accordingly.  Goffman introduces the term ‘face’ (1967) to explain how a person 
takes on positive social values in order to make a good showing for himself or herself, 
either in his or her profession, or in his or her connections with the world.  ‘Face’ 
then, is the public self image that every member wants to claim for himself or herself. 
In this study, I use ‘face’ in a positive sense: ‘positive consistent self-image or 
personality (including the desire that this self-image be appreciated and approved of 
by others) claimed by interactants’ (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  
 
According to Goffman (1959), fronts tend to be selected, not created; consequently, 
identities could be considered ‘the names we give to the different ways we are 
positioned by, and position ourselves within’ (Hall, 1990: 225).  In addition to 
adopting Goffman’s framework for analysing how identities are shaped, produced and 
negotiated, I also refer to the theory of ‘positioning’ (Davies & Harré, 1990; Harré & 
van Langenhove, 1999) to bring together the views of identities as located in 
discourses and as situated in narratives.31 Positioning, as explained by Davies and 
Harré, (1990: 48), is the process by which selves are located in a conversation as 
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observably and subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced story lines, 
informed by particular discourses.32  
 
Commenting on positional identity and figured identity, Holland et al. (1998)  indicate 
on one hand that in a positional identity, one’s perceived self-identity can be found in 
systems of power, hierarchy or affiliation; positionality is “inextricably linked to 
power, status, and rank”  and is ascribed by locally relevant social structures such as 
race, class, gender, age. In one’s figured identity, on the other hand, one’s 
(constructed or created or improvised) identity is related to cultural elements such as 
symbols or socially shared meanings; “figurative identities are about signs that evoke 
story lines of plots among generic characters.” (Holland et al., 1998:128) 
 
In summary, Goffman’s contribution to identity work, his notion of 'performance', has 
become increasingly popular in the social sciences (see Carlson, 1996: 4-5). This 
notion is useful as it helps direct attention to questions about who the intended 
audience(s) are (Szerszynski, 1999: 218), and the kind of performance involved in, 
whether, drama, conjuring tricks, and/or illusion (Tsing, 2001: 158), what types of 
props, objects or artefacts are used (Thiong'o 1986: 41-42), if  there are actors  with 




Foucault developed many influential ideas about the workings of power within 
society. His notion of power relations, which he calls the micro- physics of power 
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suggests that power does not operate only at the macro  level of powerful institutions 
but is in fact, exercised over both the dominant and the dominated. In addition, he 
wrote about the workings of disciplinary power in society whereby all of the latter’s 
members are controlled through methods of surveillance and disciplinary punishment 
if the boundaries of what is permissible or considered appropriate are opposed or 
resisted. The consensual nature of disciplinary power allows it to perpetuate, and the 
majority accept and enforce these rules, implementing what Gramsci termed as 
‘hegemonic control’ which take different forms, among them, the power of discourse 
which is omnipresent, pervasive and not necessarily a conscious act. In other words, 
power could be a form of practice or a form of dominant cultural control, for example, 
from the media, or even the daily practices of a particular group of people. To guide 
the discussion on the concept of disadvantage (in the context of an institutional of 
residential care), Bourdieu’s concept of capital – which is said to contribute to social 
disadvantage and class differentiation – is appropriated in this case. Bourdieu 
developed the notion of capital to explain the cultural assets one can acquire within 
society-cultural capital can be described as ‘what one knows’ which, together with 
economic capital (what one possesses) and social capital (who one knows) form one’s 
overall symbolic capital, that is, the total power, status and authority one attains as a 
member of society. This ultimately, determines ones place in the hierarchy of social 
structure.  And to understand how people construct themselves in the social world, I 
turn to Goffman’s insightful viewpoint that people in everyday life are actors on a 
stage, the audience consists of persons who observe what others are doing, the parts 
are roles that people play and the dialogue consists of ritualised exchanges. His 
analysis provides a framework from which I hope to present a perspective of what the 
children in the home do in their lives, with one another and the people they come into 
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contact with daily.  One also positions one’s self in order to construct or negotiate 
identities. In Icheiser’s (1949) terms, the individual will have to act so that he or she 
intentionally or unintentionally expresses himself or herself; the others will have to be 
impressed in some way by him or her. Interaction thus, is viewed as a ‘performance,’ 
shaped by the environment and audience, constructed to provide others with 























ETHNOGRAPHY AS THE METHOD FOR INQUIRY 
 
4.0 Introduction 
Street (1995) proposed that ethnography be used when investigating literacy practices 
because it provides detailed accounts of the cultural context in which those practices 
have meaning. In addition, Blommaert (2001) argued that ethnography “involves a 
perspective on language and communication, including ontology and epistemology, 
both of which are of significance for the study of language in society, or better, of 
language as well as of society.” Consequently, the use of ethnography as an approach 
in literacy research is “now a well-established strand of literacy research.” Baynham 
(2004) 
 
It is worth noting that ethnography, as used in various fields, has three characteristics. 
Firstly, it always involves fieldwork carried out in a natural setting over a sustained 
period. Second, the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection; that is, the 
researcher’s developing relationship with participants is of central concern. Thirdly, 
inductive and deductive strategies are combined to analyse the data collected from 
multiple techniques from multiple sources. Ethnography thus, is an interpretative and 
primarily qualitative approach, a means of making visible cultures, both foreign and 
local. As James (2001) explains: 
…its strength lies in the ways in which, through close attention to the 
everyday and familiar through which the social world is both created and 
sustained, it has enabled the voices of those who would otherwise be silent be 




Szwed (1981) makes very strong methodological claims for ethnographic approaches 
when he says: 
…one method of studying literacy- ethnography-represents a considerable 
break with the most past research. I would contend that ethnographic methods, 
in fact, are the only means for finding out what literacy really is and what can 
be validly measured. (p.20)   
 
The sections that follow in this chapter provide the necessary justifications for this 
approach – ethnography- in order to obtain a comprehensive and detailed description 
of life in a residential home and in particular, the literacy practices and events that 
take place. 
 
4.1 What is ethnography?  
First, what is ‘ethnography’? The term ‘ethnography’ generally refers to ‘a range of 
possible procedures for structuring one’s experience of a social situation and 
transforming that experience into a systematic account which renders the social 
practices of the situations into patterns through which social forms are constructed 
and maintained’ (Simon & Dippo, 1986: 201).  According to Watson-Gegeo (1988), 
ethnography is “the study of people’s behaviour in naturally occurring, ongoing 
settings, with a focus on the cultural interpretation of behaviour”(p.576).  
Ethnography has also been defined as “the study of a social group or individual or 
individuals representative of that group, based on direct recording of the behaviour 
and voices of the informants by the researcher over a period” (Flowerdew, 2002:235), 
where language is considered within the context of its reception and production rather 




Originally developed in anthropology, ethnography was used to describe the ways of 
living of a social group. The approach involved examining the ‘patterned interactions’ 
and ‘significant symbols’ of specific cultural groups, to identify the cultural norms 
that direct their behaviours (Frey et. al., 1991). The central tenet of ethnography is the 
belief that the context in which the behaviour occurs has a significant impact on that 
behaviour (Nunan, 1992). Therefore, any aspect of a culture or behaviour had to be 
described and explained in relation to the whole system of which it is a part. Concern 
with the understanding the informants themselves have of the situations in which they 
are observed has led ethnographers to emphasise an ‘emic’33 perspective. Thus, each 
situation investigated by an ethnographer must be understood from the perspective of 
the participants in that situation or in the ‘emic’ view.  
 
From its earliest forms, ethnography has provided extended accounts of the 
behaviours, values, and language of a particular society or institutional segment of a 
society (Rowe, 1964). The more specific origins of ethnography lie in the writings of 
travellers who reported stories of the journeys to their fellows in order to inform them 
of other societies that existed outside of their world. However, the data from these 
reports were often unsystematic and sometimes even misleading, with the analysis 
being often speculative and evaluative.  
 
In the nineteenth and early twentieth century, attempts were made to overcome these 
deficiencies.  From the turn of the century onwards, it became important for the data 
to be collected by the researcher and analysed systematically because previously 
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distinction in linguistic meaning to cultural meaning. The emic perspective favours the point of view of 
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many anthropologists had relied on the reports of the travellers, instead of their own 
data. As such, the early years of the 20th century  saw researchers having longer 
engagements in the field, which became the foundation for longer-term participant 
observation fieldwork, as exemplified in the work of Malinowski (1926, 1945) and 
Boas (1928, 1931). The Chicago School of ethnography developed in the 1920s was 
credited for laying the foundation for a “vibrant and increasingly methodologically 
sophisticated program of interpretive ethnography” (Thomas, 1993: 11).   
 
 By the 1960s and 1970s, work in the areas of conversation and other types of 
discourse, both oral and written (e.g. Cazden, John & Hymes, 1972) in  the United 
States was strongly influenced by studies of specific situations. At present, 
ethnography depends on the use of a wide range of observational techniques, direct 
participation in some group’s activities, and intensive use of interviews and naturally 
occurring communication forms, ranging from oral to pictorial art (Athanases & Brice 
Heath, 1995). 
 
Although ethnography is defined in various ways, one important point that all these 
definitions seem to highlight is that this approach can be used to identify and 
interpret, to an extent, the complex relationships among the participants (Knobel, 
1999). As such, ethnography, in its most characteristic form, according to 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1995), “involves the ethnographer participating, overtly 
or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what 
happens, listening to what is said, asking questions….” Unlike the experimental 
approach, Lofty and Blot (1997) explains the purpose of ethnography is to describe 
real life phenomena and the means by which they are created and sustained by real 
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actors performing real events.  As such, the products of ethnography cannot be 
considered as fictional but instead result from a process carried out in a existing 
community that comprises real people.  
 
4.2 Negotiating and addressing issues in the research design  
The ethnographic approach has not been without problems and criticisms. In the 
following section, I hope to address some issues directly related to my study. 
 
 Traditionally, research has always comprised both the researcher and the informants, 
but the informants, more often than not have always played the passive roles of 
answering questions or carrying out tasks set by the researcher.  One significant 
element to consider in ethnography research was the concept of ‘informed consent’ 
(Punch, 1994). Punch (1994) argues that the subjects of research have the right to be 
informed that they are being researched and also about the nature of the research. 
Reiss (1979: 72, 77), however, notes that with “consent comes reduced participation”.  
 
With this concept of informed consent, I was then faced with a set of issues to 
consider. For example, how does one become both ‘invisible’ and ‘visible’? How do I 
study this group of people who are highly aware of my presence and at the same time 
try to document their everyday actions and activities? An overarching issue is how 
involved the informants should be in a study. Some commentators, according to 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1995), recommend that right from the start of the 
fieldwork, an explicit research bargain, spelt out in full the purposes of the research 
and the procedures to be employed. However, the alternative argument for not always 
providing a full account of one’s purposes to the participants and gatekeepers at the 
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beginning of the research is that unless one is able to build relationship based on trust, 
they may refuse access in a way that they would not do later in the fieldwork 
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995: 73).  
 
A researcher who is totally honest which her/her research purposes, bears the risks of 
incurring the ‘observer’s paradox’ (Labov, 1970). The problem here lies with the 
extent of truth and lies that may pervade all that had been said or left unspoken in 
research situations. Bok (1978) for example, distinguishes, white lies that are 
considered harmless, told in crises or when protecting someone. Burgess (1994) 
suggests that in field research, there are situations where white lies are told to gain 
authentic data. Nevertheless, I wanted to avoid deception wherever possible, not just 
for ethical reasons but also, because there could be negative repercussions as a result 
of this act of deceit.  
 
In the chosen site for my fieldwork,  unlike other ‘gatekeepers’ and their (un) co-
operativeness, I had the ‘most friendly and co-operative’ gatekeeper who seemed to 
want to help shape the conduct and development of the research. Although given the 
‘freedom to the run of the mill’, often, the gatekeeper (the home’s supervisor) had her 
own ideas of what was needed to be ‘looked at and investigated’. Among her ‘helpful’ 
suggestions were ‘staged events’ (Goffman, 1959) of special literacy events for me to 
observe. Besides these ‘staged events’, she further tried to ensure that the children 
write their best essays, or instructed them to display their best work  since coming to 
live in the home. Although her kindness was appreciated, her actions sometimes 
inhibited my freedom to elicit spontaneous actions from the children. To overcome 
these ‘slight’ hiccups, I occasionally involved her as my research progressed and even 
 72
asked her for suggestions while providing feedback on the roles of the volunteers and 
the children’s literacy events. However, I did not share my reflections on the field 
notes with her especially with regard to the way she ran the home for example,  some 
of the home’s daily practices, I felt,  imposed upon the personal rights of the children. 
 
Finally, unsuspectingly, my academic qualifications and status as a researcher also 
seemed to create an unequal balance of power between the informants and me. This 
‘powerful position’ concerned me at times, because often I was aware that the home, 
in particular, the supervisor and whomever she introduced me to regarded me as 
someone of high intellectual status, certified by my institutional affiliation and 
professional qualifications. On many occasions, I held multiple identities, as a 
researcher, a teacher, a ‘reading expert’, a confidante, which were actually put to good 
use; for example, I was asked by the supervisor to be an active participant in the 
children’s literacy events, particularly, in helping them with their homework. 
Incidentally, these roles actually provided me with deeper insights into the children’s 
orientations, for while “ethnographic observation keeps one detached from the study, 
participant observation enables closer involvement in the processes of schooling and 
community life…” (Canagarajah, 1999: 53).  
 
4.2.1 An ‘ethnographer-activist’: Performing ‘multiple roles and constructing 
multiple identities’ 
In my attempt to address the issues mentioned above, I took on the role of an 
‘ethnographer-activist’ (Marcus, 1998) which involved taking on multiple roles with 
various responsibilities. To start, I had to provide a  lay summary that enabled me to 
gain access to the fieldsite.   
 73
When I conducted interviews at the beginning of my fieldwork, the children gave me 
answers which they thought  were ‘right’ and ‘acceptable’. More importantly, these 
answers would not get them in ‘trouble’ or cause them to get called into the 
supervisor’s office for further clarification.  Sometimes the informants also rebelled 
against the subtle forms of power they sensed in the researcher; sometimes they either 
resisted volunteering information, or deliberately misled me. These various ways 
enabled the informants to reclaim their agency and individuality. The ‘rebellion’ of 
the informants made me realise that I was not dealing with the conventional native 
informant. However, as I progressed in my interaction with the children, I realised 
that the interviews had to be more informal or semi-structured if I wanted to get the 
children to talk more freely and openly.  
 
Not only did I encounter animosity or suspicion from the children at the start of my 
fieldtrip, but I also encountered similar reactions from the volunteers and the staff. 
Some of the volunteers objected to my request to observe their sessions. One 
volunteer even went as far as cancelling his sessions whenever he knew I was in the 
vicinity. As my fieldwork progressed, from days to weeks and months, the children 
became familiar with me. I, in turn, learnt to not regard them as ‘informants’ or 
specimens of a study whose main purpose was to provide data. Instead, I began 
building on my relationship with them, respecting them as individuals, and although 
my ‘researcher’s antennae’ was up, I had to discern when was the right time to justify 
a ‘data collecting’ moment and when I should just sit back and be part of the 
community. It dawned upon me that it was during these times of sitting back and 
participating that I observed that the children acted most naturally, thus enabling me 
to gather some important data.  
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As my presence in the home became a daily affair, not only did the children and the 
staff become used to my being around, but also the volunteers soon ‘forgot’ about me 
and did not harass me with questions as often as before.  To overcome distrust 
amongst the staff and volunteers, I would often spend time chatting with them, getting 
to know them (and they getting to know me), in order to build trust, so that they 
would realised I was not there to report or ‘spy’ on them. Moreover, I enjoyed 
unobstructed access to the daily lives and activities of the children, without having to 
constantly flag my role as a researcher. 
 
I also downplayed the issues pertaining to power and status between the staff and me 
through creating, developing and sustaining personal relationships with them. I 
became involved in their personal daily lives by, for example, showing concern 
whenever they complained about their families, husbands, and children. The staff 
were mainly women in their late forties and single mothers who had received very 
little education. In order not to make them feel inferior to my educational status, I 
learnt to ‘talk the talk’ and even went to the extent of giving them my mobile phone 
number so that they could give me a phone call if ever they needed someone to talk 
to.  Developing trust and establishing relationships were a crucial part of my ‘entering 
in to the home’, in fact, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) intimate that one of the best ways 
of gaining trust is to help the informants out. 
 
On the whole, I learnt to be extra vigilant, and sensitised myself to the more covert 
activities, spontaneous actions, events and practices that had not been pre planned. 
This way, I was able to gather as much data as possible and not to take for granted all 
the spontaneous, unplanned, informal activities, which might have escaped my 
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attention. During the fieldwork and my stay, I realised that the power differences and 
status had in fact allowed me certain privileges, such as access into the home (and the 
informants’ lives), and I had the responsibility and power to tell their story and have 
them represented accordingly.    
 
4.2.2 From descriptive to critical ethnography: making an informed decision 
To conclude arising from the issues discussed above, as a researcher using 
ethnography as a research approach, I learnt that I could not stand apart from the 
events and actions of the home to observe them objectively for scholarly purposes. In 
ethnography research, I was always acting and generating action during my stay in the 
home because by just being present, a non-member is able to activate certain social 
dynamics that may alter the everyday life of the home. And because I came from a 
different background, my presence even caused mixed emotions, ranging from 
excitement and distraction to distrust. Therefore, it was important for me to be aware 
of my presence and to realise that it was not the informants who were in need of help 
but rather, I who needed their help and co-operation for obvious reasons.  
 
Consequently, during the study, I took on various roles, such as tutor and helper – 
these roles influenced the nature of the type ethnography I was to work with. Rosaldo 
refers to this notion of position as “how life experiences both enable and inhibit 
particular kinds of insight” (1989: 19) and when a researcher studies the culture of a 
community, he/she is necessarily objectifying the subjects. This objectification 
provides immense power to the ethnographer to read into the community notions 
which the researcher believes the members cannot articulate. The ethnographer then 
tries to interpret the data collected from his/her point of view, leading to “a highly 
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constructed, discursively, mediated product” (Canagarajah, 1999). This suggests that 
the ethnographer’s culture is a construct, and as Canagarajah (1999) reinforces, “we 
must give up the assumption that what the ethnographer presents is a value-free, 
undistorted, unmediated, complete description of a community’s ways and words” (p. 
51). While practitioners of descriptive ethnography would feel uncomfortable in the 
face of such multifaceted issues of discursive mediation, critical ethnography is open 
to such concerns as it encourages a reflexive attitude towards the presentation of the 
culture in question34.  
 
From the start of my fieldwork, I realised through personal reflections that I was not 
completely freed from my personal incumbencies; for example, having been trained to 
use the communicative approach, I found myself criticizing the methods of teaching, 
which I considered outdated, or the qualifications of the volunteers, many of whom 
were not trained teachers. In retrospect, I realised that my early opinions did not best 
yield results. I also learnt that I was not there to evaluate the teaching, the home, the 
informants, but to learn from literacy events. As Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992) 
writes, “we cannot rid ourselves of the cultural self we bring into the field any more 
than we can disown the eyes, ears and skin through which we take in out intuitive 
perceptions about the new and strange world we have entered.”(p. 28) 
 
The decision to adopt the critical ethnography approach for this study instead of a 
descriptive one was primarily because in critical ethnography, researchers have to be 
aware of their responsibility when addressing the processes of unfairness or injustice 
within a particular lived domain as ethically as possible (Madison, 2005). This was 
                                                 
34
 The relativistic tradition of ethnography according to Geertz (1983) and Marcus and Fisher (1986) is 
motivated to deal with the post-modernist realisations, enabling one to interpret cultural descriptions 
with an awareness of the conflicting discursive influences going into their constructions.  
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crucial because when the ethnographer or researcher attempts to explicate or interpret 
the cultural strands within a community, biases may emerge and what is needed is, in 
fact, a critical ethnography that can build an element of ideological critique into 
cultural description. While traditional descriptive ethnography has claimed to treat the 
words of the informants of the community as sacrosanct, critical ethnography analyses 
the words in relation to the larger historical processes and social contradictions, 
searching for the hidden forces that structure life (Canagarajah, 1999).  While 
descriptive ethnography would attempt to smooth over the contradictions among the 
informants, critical ethnography “considers the explanation of the contradictions to be 
its very quest.” (Willis, 1978:18) 
 
4.2.3 Ensuring privacy and anonymity 
In addition, in view of the home’s interest, in particular the children, I decided from 
the start that I would not reveal the names of the informants and the home, although I 
did reveal its location mainly because there were many homes35 in Malaysia and it 
would be difficult to locate or identity the home I have chosen for my study. Many of 
my informants came from very poor and/or tragic backgrounds, with parents who 
were drunkards, prisoners, even HIV patients. I did not wish for confidential 
information to harm anyone, or maybe even prevent them from having a fresh start in 
life, as they might face bias or negative preconceived notions because of their pasts. 
In the same spirit, I have used pseudonyms instead of real names, but the facts about 
the home and the informants have not been altered. 
 
 
                                                 
35
 For at least one state run home throughout the country that housed  more than 100 children in each 
home, there were more than 50 privately run homes according to the 2000-2002 Statistical Profile of 
Children’s Homes in Malaysia. 
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4.3 Time spent in the field 
I spent six months in the home, from early May to December 2003, collecting data. 
Subsequent visits to the home were made after the ‘official’ fieldwork, especially 
during the stage of data analysis; these trips were mainly to help provide missing 
information and/or to clarify some doubts. Personal reasons also made up for 
subsequent returns, at the beginning stages after the fieldwork, I had ‘post fieldwork 
blues’. I missed the children in particular (there were a few who had grown quite 
attached to me) and felt it impossible to sever all social ties, especially after I had 
spent all those months with them, being involved in the daily lives of the informants. 
Although I had ‘officially’ completed my six months in the home, I continued to 
return even if it was just meet up with the children or some member of staff. There 
were also the occasional mails sent by the supervisor, enquiring if I was available to 
assist in the home. I also received invitations to attend functions such as Christmas 
parties and other celebrations.  Practical constraints such as a lack of accommodation 
and a long term intrusiveness militated against a longer duration since the research 
process required the commitment of each informant and I did not want to intrude on 
the lives of the informants for too long a period.  
 
4.4 Sources of Data and Field Techniques 
Since this study employed an ethnographic approach, data were obtained through 
observations in the home and from interviews as well as document study. Audio 
recordings36 were made of various literacy practices and events; field notes were 
made comprising the researcher’s daily journal of daily happenings (as well as any 
happenings that might have aroused her interest) and the literacy activities. In 
                                                 
36
 When representing the data, I adopted a broad transcription or  a “playscript” ( Johnstone , 2000: 
115) where information about conversational overlaps, or the timing of pauses has been omitted as I 
was interested in the content of these conversations than how these were conducted. 
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addition, formal and informal interviews with the supervisor, foster parents, 
volunteers, and children were conducted.  I even recorded informal chats among the 
children when at play and they were aware of the presence of the tape recorder 
although after a while, they tended to forget its presence. Relevant documents such as 
brochures, forms, photographs and the children’s work were also collected for 
analysis.  
 
However, there were occasions when I was unable to ‘formally’ collect data as certain 
events took place spontaneously and hurriedly, resulting in my failure to use the 
notebook and tape recorder. Firstly37, I could only observe as closely as possible, and 
then recollect these happenings as accurately as my memory could serve me, and 
write them down in my notebook afterwards. At that moment, I might not have had 
the tape recorder with me to record conversations between the interlocutors on the 
brochure. Secondly, for some events, such as when a child was being reprimanded for 
doing badly in school or misbehaving in the home, being discreet was necessary. 
Thirdly, as mentioned previously, the volunteers were initially uncomfortable with my 
presence as a researcher and asked not to be observed. In order to respect the presence 
of others and their wishes and be discreet, I had to refrain from taking down notes.  
 
For reasons stated above, I had to improvise by trying to recall immediately after a 
particular event the proceedings which had taken place, inevitably, details of such 
events depended upon how much I could recall in order to record in my notebook. 
 
                                                 
37
 Most of these occasions involved spontaneous or unexpected events, such as children running into 
the room and reading aloud from a brochure they had picked up after making a trip to the supermarket. 
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In writing up this study, I wanted to represent both the voices of the informants as 
well as my own. When representing the voices of the informants, I have used 
colloquialisms and a conversational tone; however, when offering my personal 
analysis, I have had to be more formal and to take on an ‘academic’ tone. 
Occasionally, I would deliberately interrupt myself and comment on the study 
(Brodkey, 1987). In this thesis, I have also used narrative vignettes, a central means of 
representing data and analyses in qualitative research (Eisner, 1981; Erikson, 1986; 
Barone, 1990; Cherland, 1994), which tends to make the narrator invisible. However, 
because ethnography is in itself “a performance emplotted by powerful stories” 
(Clifford, 1986: 98), vignettes were included to function both as an alternative 
representation of my analysis and as a representation of the voices of the informants 
they portray.  
 
4.5 Methods used to collect data  
The following section discusses the different methods used in the research design for 
data collection. 
 
4.5.1 Interviewing  
Interviewing is a hallmark of fieldwork research (Rubin & Rubin,1995).  Research 
interviews are highly routine speech events with discourse conventions of their own 
(Milroy, 1987:41-45), highlighting the power of the researcher. Examples to 
substantiate this viewpoint are as follows: 
• it is the right of the researcher to ask questions and that of the informant to 
answer 
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• the researcher initiates the conversation, sets or changes topics, and 
terminates the conversation; informant’s role is discursively passive 
• interviewer possesses ample scope to derive certain answers through the 
right to frame questions in desired ways 
 
Interviews conducted in line with critical ethnography, on the other hand, try to reflect 
deeper truths besides the need for verifiable facts and information. They involve 
rather complex situations comprising individual subjectivity, memory and/or 
yearnings or wants (Madison, 2005). Ethnographic interviews open realms of 
meaning that permeate beyond rote information of finding the ‘truth of the matter.’ 
The interviewee is not objectified, but rather is looked upon as a subject with “agency, 
history, and his or her idiosyncratic command a story.” (Madison, 2005: 25) 
 
For this study, the ethnographic interview mainly encompassed three forms: firstly, 
personal narrative, which is an individual perspective and expression of an event, 
experience, or point of view; secondly, topical interview, which is the point of view 
given to a particular subject, such as an issue, a process; and finally, oral history, 
which is a recounting of a social historical moment reflected in the lives of the 
informants who remember and/or experienced them. These interviews, however, were 
not conducted in isolation; that is, although they are categorised for definitional 
purposes, they often overlapped with one another.  
 
All the informants were interviewed, both formally and informally, in two major 
forms: structured and unstructured. Besides, these interviews were taped. In the study, 
structured interviewing refers to a situation where an interviewer asks the respondent 
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a series of pre-established questions with a limited set of response categories. 
Unstructured interviewing, on the other hand, provides more flexibility to both 
interviewer and the respondent.  
 
In developing the interview questions, I found the Patton (1990) and the Spradley 
1979) models particularly useful. In the Patton model, types of questions adopted 
were opinion or value questions (addresses a conviction, judgement, belief); feeling 
questions (addresses emotions, sentiments); background/demographic questions 
(addresses the concrete and practical information concerning the subject matter). In 
the Spradley model, types of questions included were a) descriptive, that is, those that 
required the interviewee to recount or depict a phenomenon; b) structural or 
explanation questions, that is, those that required an explanation for each question 
asked; and advice questions those that asked for point of view, personal philosophies, 
and opinions. 
 
I conducted interviews with the supervisor, the staff, the children and some 
volunteers. Structured and unstructured interviews were used, depending on my 
purpose and the research participants.  With the supervisor, the sessions were formal; 
with the children, I employed both formats.  Some interviews conducted with the 
children were on a one-to-one basis when I wanted to find out in detail particularly, 
their background. I realised they did not want to share certain information with the 
others. Also, these one-to-one interviews helped me obtain the necessary information 
because the children looked serious when they saw the tape recorder and they could 
not look to one another for support or prompting if they were unable to answer any 
questions.  
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Informal group interviews with the children were also conducted, usually during 
sessions which required more than one child to be present in a specific place. For 
example, at play time or before bed time, when there were always a few children 
gathered together, I used these occasions to answer certain questions or queries which 
I might have but  would need  more than one informant. However, most group 
interviews were not recorded, because the interviews were meant to be informal 
inquiries which sometimes contained information the children considered private 
between both parties.38  
 
Interviews with some volunteers were also conducted informally, mainly because the 
volunteers seemed busy and had to leave the home as soon as they carried out their 
responsibilities.  These interviews comprised casual talks. Questions posed were, for 
example, the reasons for volunteering and the children’s progress. Sometimes, I held 
group interviews when there were more than one volunteer present. The volunteers 
allowed me to observe their sessions though, and to make notes. One volunteer even 
allowed me to record her story telling session, which I have included in the pilot 
study. In order to remember certain facts during the informal sessions with the rest of 
the volunteers, I took down notes instead of tape recording because one volunteer 
specifically told me she would feel uncomfortable if she knew the session was being 
recorded. As a result, she would not be able to teach well. 
 
4.5.2. Observations and field notes 
Observations in the present study consisted of gathering impressions of the 
surroundings, thereby necessitating direct contact with the informants observed. 
                                                 
38
 Some  questions asked were;  how did they like living in the home, were there any difficulties 
encountered, what did they usually do (in the absence of the supervisor), their dreams, ambitions, etc. 
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Although remote observation could be carried out by recording the data with 
photography or videotape, for my study, I was personally there at all times and was 
the active witness. I neither intervened nor tried to manipulate the subjects or 
situations; instead, I followed the flow of events which took place. The informants 
continued their interaction as they would without my presence, although on rare 
occasions39, the children would remind each other of my presence. 
 
 In Gold’s (1958) classic typology of naturalistic research roles, he outlined four 
modes through which the researcher can gather data: the complete participant, the 
participant-as-observer, the observer-as-participant and the complete observer. His 
complete observer describes the researcher, who is completely removed from their 
settings and often unseen and observes from the outside. In this study, I held the role 
of the ‘observer-as-participant’ who becomes a part of the scene during the research 
process. However, this complete membership role can create some problems for the 
researcher, such as when the researcher is too caught up being an active member of 
the group and is unable to make proper observations. During my fieldwork, I was 
often asked to assist with the children’s study sessions, i.e. to help them to do their 
schoolwork. This made taking down notes and observing their actions difficult 
because I was not detached from the scene, observing every move; instead, I was part 
of the scene. Occasionally, it was difficult to make the decision of whether I was 
going to be the complete observer or the complete participant, especially during 
devotional sessions, because although I wanted to observe the children do devotion 
(read their Bible, worship and say their prayers) with some volunteers, I felt that I was 
                                                 
39
 Usually, the children would remind each other of my presence when there was a quarrel or someone 
was misbehaving. This was because they feared I would report them to the supervisor. 
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being somewhat disrespectful or had no reverence for these religious moments if I 
were to take  notes and make tape recordings. 
 
I also observed the home and the literacy events as well as the many play sessions 
among the children. I took notes at every event, sometimes from a distance, other 
times, seated right in between all the action. The field notes were dated, and given 
headings, such as ‘Devotion with Paul’ and ‘Playing with Barbie dolls’. Moreover, 
the field notes which comprised journal entries (jottings in a personal diary with 
comments and details of the day’s happenings) were meticulously taken down on a 
daily basis. For entries on the children’s literacy practices and events, details included 
the date,  the literacy event, list of participants, materials used, tasks set and some 
comments on each practice or event.  I sometimes counter checked the notes with the 
supervisor, particularly with regard to the tutoring sessions by the volunteers, or when 
I felt that I needed to find out more about a certain event that had taken place.  
 
4.5.3. Documents, texts and children’s products and photographs 
A number of documents were obtained from the supervisor’s office; among them 
were copies of the children’s progress reports in school and written comments by 
some tutors who teach them in the home. I also obtained textual products of the 
children, such as written letters to visitors, hand made cards, lyrics of songs, and even 
little notes written to one another40. Besides these, I was able to obtain visual data, i.e. 
                                                 
40
  These are known as micro literacy events and the practices that shape them that are used by people 
in their everyday lives (see Barton, 1991; Barton & Hamilton, 2000). These practices are so numerous 
and varied that many researchers now refer to literacies rather than the one literacy. Barton and 
Hamilton (1998), for example, in their ethnographic study of the literacy events and practices of a local 
community in the north of England identified a wide range of local or vernacular literacies. These 
involved people’s diaries, notes, lists, cards, newsletters, sale notices, souvenirs and myriad other 
literacy related activities not regulated by formal institutional rules, and featuring diversity and 
hybridity. 
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photographs41. Visual data, specifically photographs according to (Hamilton, 2000) 
can be used in a number of ways for example, they are appropriate for documenting 
relevant aspects of literacy since they are able to capture moments in which 
interactions around texts take place. In addition, these photographs can then be used 
directly as a source of such data. Photographs used for the study were those of the 
home, the children and images of the children during literary events.  
 
In general, the methods for collecting data included both peripheral and personal 
participation (e.g. talks before bedtime, chats in the garden with the children) in the 
lives of the subjects and others, fieldnotes, audiotaping, conversations, semi-
structured interviews, researcher journals, and correspondence with the volunteers 
(via electronic mail). Participant data were augmented by informal discussions with 
the home supervisor, staff, volunteers and the subjects. The children were observed 
and audiotaped while they were engaged in a range of literacy practices in the home. 
Both formal and informal interviews (recorded and non-recorded) were utilized, with 
the interview questions structured and partially structured mainly to accommodate the 
different groups of interviewees.   Besides the methods mentioned above, brochures, 
photographs, writings (informal occasions such as notes, cards), and even materials 
from Sunday schools were included.  
 
Finally, to ensure reliability and validity, I relied on three processes (Flowerdew, 
2002): triangulation, my time in the field and participation verification (recycling of 
results of analysis or verification from the informants, in particular the supervisor, for 
validation).  
                                                 
41
 See the appropriate photos in the Appendix Section. 
 87
4.6 Analysing the data 
A main source of data came from the various discourses – informal talks, chats, etc – 
between the informants, because language in itself, provides the most important 
resource for accounts and “has the capacity to present descriptions, explanations, and 
evaluations of almost infinite variety about any aspect of the world.” (Hammersley & 
Atkinson, 1995:126) 
 
Glesne (1999) suggests that when data are selected and sorted, the researcher builds 
what he or she describes as “code clumps…[by] putting like-minded pieces together 
into data clumps, you create an organisational framework.” (p.135)  Referring to 
Madison’s (2005) model, which draws from a combination of various coding 
procedures, I began the analyses with generic categories: interview tapes, people, and 
prevalent topics or key issues. The process of grouping was not only about putting 
into groups similar categories, but also creating a point of view, “code with analysis in 
mind… themes emerge from your coding and these themes guide your analysis.” 
(Carspecken, 1996: 146-153) 
 
The precision and detail of interviewing made the coding less complicated as I tried to 
ensure that the interviews were more specific and thematic. For the interviews, I 
sieved through the taped conversations for key items that were important to the study 
and that would provide concrete examples to support  what I was trying to find out, 





Out of the plethora of literacy activities in the home, only a few events and practices 
were selected because they were clear examples in lieu of the study’s research 
questions i.e. to relate the notions of power and identity in an institution to literacy. 
Just as the interviews were selected and categorised according to specific categories, 





As ethnography is a method of enquiry that is relatively not as popular as the less time 
consuming methods such as experimental studies or quantitative methodology,  in this 
chapter I have justified the adoption of this design. I have also tried to explain some 
of the issues regarding the research process, relating them to this study and my early 
experiences in the field. 
 
The research strategy in a study is determined by the nature of the research 
question(s), according to Field & Morse (1985). It is, however, the researcher’s 
responsibility to understand the types of strategies available and their different 
purposes in order to select one over the other. As such, the research design adopted is 
the ethnographic approach, as it is the most appropriate method in identifying and 
interpreting the inter-relationships among the subjects  (Knobel, 1999) in the present 
study. 
 
Further, instead of descriptive ethnography, a critical approach to ethnography was 
preferred in order to provide a careful and fair account of details of the study. This, 
according to Canagarajah (1999), is an ideologically sensitive orientation to the study 
of culture that can penetrate the noncommittal objectivity and scientism encouraged 
 89
by the positivistic empirical attitude behind descriptive ethnography and can 
demystify the interests served by particular cultures to unravel their relation to issues 
of power (see Marcus & Fisher, 1986).  
 
Following in the tradition of ethnography research that comprises a thick description, 
Part III of the thesis will provide detailed background information on the home, its 





















ORIENTING THE STUDY 
 
The assumption taken to understand and describe the syncretised literacies in the 
institution was that these practices were socially embedded vis-à-vis the daily 
activities and practices of that particular community or society; and a way to study the 
social dynamics or working of a society required detailed descriptions of the research 
site to draw logical conclusions that lead to understanding how literacy is 
appropriated daily. Consequently, detailed descriptors necessitated a method of 
inquiry that lead to the obtainment of in-depth details of what really went on at the 
research site, and to the procurement of an understanding of these practises from the 
home’s residents perspectives. 
 
Following in the tradition of ethnography research that comprises a thick description, 
Part III of the thesis was arranged in two chapters namely a personalised detailed 
account of the institution as a literacy scene and the more specific review of the 
general types of literacy events and practices found in the institution. Unlike Part II 
which reviewed relevant literature that provided the theoretical rationale to the study, 
the primary source of data in Chapters Five and Six are mainly from the researcher’s 
personal notebook which contains random jottings about interesting situations 
witnessed, reports of snatches of conversation, notes of what person X did, vignettes 
of situations and happenings, and so on, all of which was carefully diarised. Since the 
notebook was very much like a diary, Chapter Five and Six are in fact what 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) consider as a transformation of the field into the 
text that is partly achieved by means of the narrative construction of everyday life. 
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Chapter Five’s main objective is to acquaint the reader with the research site. It traces 
the researcher’s entry into the field and describes the early experiences on the 
fieldsite, including detailed Information on the home, its physical structure, the 
informants and the volunteers. Chapter Six provides a general overview of the literacy 
events and practices in the home, comprising mostly the syncretised literacies outside 
of school. Descriptions of these literacy events in the home will pre-figure the 
following chapters to come in Part IV and provide a scaffold to the various issues 




































ENTERING INTO THE HOME42 AND MEETING ITS RESIDENTS 
 
5.0 Introduction 
One major concern from the start was to locate a residential home which could meet 
the aims of the study, as there were many residential homes in Malaysia. It was vital 
that the selected home be suitable since this choice would have a material impact on 
the research design in general and fieldwork in particular and inevitably “shape the 
politics of the research” (Punch, 1994: 86).  
 
In this study, I had to locate a home that could fulfil the study’s research questions.  
One of the most important factors to consider when locating my fieldsite was 
accessibility. At the outset, there was a list of other homes which fit the criteria43 I 
looked for. However, when I explained my purpose to enter  the homes, i.e. to study 
and obtain information on the residents’ background as well as make detailed 
observations and keep notes on the daily going-ons – I was turned down by most 
residential  homes’ supervisors. The common reason given was that they felt uneasy 
at being scrutinized, unlike this particular home’s supervisor who expressed interest in 
my research and who subsequently agreed to meet me. 
5.1 A brief history of the Malaysian welfare care system 
In 1946, the Department of Social Welfare in Malaysia was established and for more 
than five decades, programmes and activities were designed and run to enable 
                                                 
42
 As the thesis moves towards the ethnographic method that provides a thick description  of the study’s  
context and subjects, the term ‘the home’ is preferred and used henceforth in the thesis in place of 
institutional residential care.  
43
 Among the criteria were children from various religious, ethnic and social backgrounds. The home’s 
multilingual and multiethnic background provides an excellent opportunity for research on literacy. 
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individuals, families, groups and communities to cope with the social problems of 
changing conditions.  Residential child and youth care in Malaysia are run both by the 
Department of Social Welfare (which is under the administration of the Federal 
Government) and voluntary organizations. Both sectors work closely while 
discharging their respective functions: the voluntary organizations need the financial 
and moral support of the government while the department needs the voluntary 
organizations to encourage and nurture the growth of voluntary efforts to supplement 
its responsibilities.  
This century, and in particular the post-World War 2 era, have witnessed the origin 
and growth of thousands of self-care and self-help groups in the communities, 
organized national voluntary bodies, societies and other private associations, 
professional groups and international non-governmental organizations with the overall 
objectives of promoting and fostering welfare as in other areas of development. In 
particular, British traditions offered many benefits through the establishment of 
residential schools and orphanages in various parts of the region, as with the St 
Joseph’s Orphanage established at Penang from as early as 1865.  In East Malaysia, 
the state of Sarawak, the Salvation Army, already successfully running children’s 
homes in Singapore and West Malaysia, was invited by the government to establish a 
home for girls in 1950. Till today, the Salvation Army continues to provide residential 
child and youth care in Sarawak for 80-100 residents.  
 
The Malayan Council for Child Welfare was established in 1954 and  re-registered as 
Majlis Kebajikan Kanak-Kanak Malaysia (1978) or Malaysian Council For Child 
Welfare (1978) under the Societies Act 1966 (Reg No 2571 Selangor). The Malaysian 
Council for Child Welfare or Majlis Kebajikan Kanak-Kanak Malaysia (MKKM) is 
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the premier national non-governmental organisation (NGO) whose aim is to promote 
the well-being of children. It complements the Government’s efforts in the welfare 
and development of children and promotes the general principles embodied in the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was ratified by Malaysia in 1995.   
 
There are also voluntary organizations, established by professionals and religious 
organizations in Malaysia that care for the underprivileged by setting up residential 
care centres. Among such organizations are Malaysian Care, set up in April 1979 with 
their first home, Rumah Care, meant for children whose parents were patients and 
residents of the Sungai Buluh Leprosarium. Other religious organizations include the 
Islamic Outreach-ABIM (Islamic organization) and The Pure Life Society (Hindu 
charitable organization). Many churches in Malaysia, as part of their community 
services, set up homes for the needy, such as battered and abused women, abandoned 
or orphaned children, and those who are ill or drug addicts. These homes receive 
support (financial or otherwise) from the church, well wishers and occasionally the 
social welfare department.  
 
5. 2 Choosing between a private or state-run home 
Prior to locating a specific home, a decision had to be made regarding the choice of 
homes, it had to be either a private-run home or a state-run one. Amongst the 
restrictions to gaining entry into state-run homes were the issues of lengthy 
application procedures and the possibility of a rejected application44. Also, state-run 
                                                 
44
 One reason for a rejected application is that the homes need to protect the privacy of these residents. 
As a result, the public are not permitted direct access to information on the residents, who come from 
various backgrounds and circumstances. If private information is made public, the lives of these 
residents would inevitably be disrupted; for example, the residents in these homes who are available for 
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homes were not readily accessible, and one often found it impossible to make an 
appointment with the supervisor within a reasonable time frame because of certain 
expected formalities. For example, there was the infamous red tape in administration, 
such as having to request the interested party, writing a compulsory number of letters 
to various departments and people in charge, and all the while, not being assured of 
accessibility into the homes. As such, one could not ‘freely walk’ into these homes 
without an official letter of support from the State Welfare Department.  
 
I was also looking for a home which encouraged the active participation of volunteers 
in helping with the children’s literacy activities, as I was interested in the role of 
volunteers as mediators of literacy (Baynham, 1995). To find out more about homes 
involving volunteers and members of the public as mediators of literacy, I conducted 
on-line research,  scoured over more than fifty homes within the vicinity of my target 
area, and tried to locate a home which was appealing to members of the public to help 
the residents with their school work and any other related literacy activities. 
 
Finally, an important criterion which I considered was the number of children in the 
home. With a large number of children, observing them individually would be 
difficult; even deciding whom to observe or pay attention to would have proven to be 
a difficult task. Furthermore, the staff might be too preoccupied with the children and 
the home’s chores to hold interviews or informal chat sessions, and as such I would 
probably be in everyone’s way. Once these factors had been considered in the 
                                                                                                                                           
adoption or fostering may also be discriminated against and they may lose the opportunity to lead a 
fulfilling life outside the homes.  
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selection of the home, I had to ‘physically’ set out to actually locate it, the subject of 
which I turn to in the next sub-section.  
 
5.2.1 Choosing a home 
Locating a suitable site and negotiating entry to obtain permission proved arduous and 
required advanced planning.   
 
To locate such a home, I initially contacted Malaysian Care, a Christian non-profit 
organisation that has an established working relationship with the homes run by 
churches and collaborates with the local churches in sourcing for suitable homes to 
place the underprivileged according to their specific needs, regardless of age, ethnic 
group or religion. The organisation suggested the names of some homes, many of 
which were under the Lion’s Project45  and had their own web pages which I could 
browse in order to learn about their histories, background information of the residents, 
etc. The web pages also contained contact numbers of the supervisors and the 
addresses of the homes.  After short-listing a few homes that met my criteria, I 
contacted the supervisors of these homes via electronic mail (e-mail), seeking 
permission to conduct my study. In the e-mail correspondence, information on my 
background (that I was a graduate student interested in studying the literacy of 
children living in homes), objectives, and plan of action pertaining to my study was 
provided.  
 
Besides the correspondence, telephone calls were made to some of the homes; 
however, the responses were unfavourable. The main concern was that the homes 
                                                 
45
 The Lion’s is an organization in Malaysia which is dedicated to charity work. Among its many 
projects is building webpages for homes, containing information on, among others, the background of 
the home, the residents, the location, etc. As well, the webpages are accessible to the public. 
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were not comfortable with the idea of having a ‘stranger’ in their midst. The homes’ 
supervisors expressed reservations to my being privy to the private affairs of these 
homes, the residents and the administrating staff. They were concerned that the 
information gathered would be made available to the public, although I had given 
them assurance in writing that this would not be the case. Furthermore, many 
supervisors were concerned that I would disrupt the daily activities of the residents 
with my presence.  
  
Despite the initial difficulties and setbacks, I managed to receive some responses out 
of the many homes contacted. In fact, from among the feedback received, two homes 
responded positively, one of which was from the supervisor of this particular home 
who was interested in my study. She expressed her wish that if possible, I could 
contribute towards the welfare of the residents in the area of their literacy 
development. After exchanging a few e-mails explaining my research objectives, I 
was invited by the supervisor to further discuss my study, and in return, what my 
contributions could be towards the home.  
 
The second home which responded positively had a few setbacks and did not meet my 
research specifications. For instance, I needed to consider the practicality of 
geographic proximity; in fact, the home was situated on the outskirts of town, and in 
order to arrive there, I had to depend on the supervisor’s personal mode of transport.  
 
Although seemingly insignificant, transportation to the home was another factor to 
consider because I depended on public transportation for mobility. My trips  to and 
fro the first home were restricted as there was no form of systematic public 
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transportation. However, transportation issues were not a matter of concern with the 
second home since it was located within the suburbs of the city.  
 
Concerning the second home, the final practical reason I had to consider was the 
number of children, a total of 70, most of whom had a Tamil-speaking background. 
Given that I neither speak Tamil nor understand it, it would have been difficult to 
work in such a site. Although this particular supervisor did not resist the idea of my 
being in the home, I decided that the former home was more suitable because it met 
all criteria necessary for the study.  
 
Other criteria included the following: 
i. the number of informants in the home was adequate for a detailed study to 
be conducted. Too many children would have caused the researcher some 
difficulty in deciding whom to observe, what activity to focus on in 
particular, etc. 
ii. the age range of informants in the home which varied between 8 years old 
to18 years old gives a good representation of the literacy patterns ranging 
from children to teenagers. 
iii. for practical reasons, the language for communication had to be one which 
I could understand since many homes in Malaysia have more than one 
language as the medium of communication. 
 
Thus, after a lengthy search for a suitable research site, I decided on the first home. 
Following some e-mails, I made an appointment with the home supervisor to finalise 
the details of my study, such as the length of my stay, where I was actually going to 
 99
stay and my responsibilities in the home. Some weeks later, I found myself on the 
train from Singapore bound for Malaysia, and my intended fieldsite.  
 
5.3 The Home  
Upon arrival at the main train station in Malaysia, I was told to get onto a connecting 
inter-city train that would take me to the town where the home was and from that 
station, I boarded a taxi. As the taxi drove around the  residential area in search of the 
home, I felt nervous, this being my first meeting, and the start of a six-month stay. I 
did not know what was in store, but the letters from the home’s supervisor were 
friendly enough, encouraging even.  
 
It was a warm Friday morning, when the taxi pulled up at the front gate of the home. 
From the outside, there was not much to reveal that fourteen children lived in there, 
except for some shoe racks stacked neatly against the front of the home, filled with 
rows of assorted shoes (see Appendix 1a). The home was situated within a middle-
class suburb in one of the upper southern states of Malaysia, and comprised two 
attached double storey semi-detached houses. There was a big garden surrounding the 
home, with one lone swing at a corner of it. However, there were few trees  and little 
grass, except for the occasional potted plants arranged in rows along the driveway. 
According to the supervisor, some volunteers were coming on a weekend to help plant 
trees.  In the porch, there was a big white board with the words “Welcome to the 





5.3.1 The supervisor 
Upon arriving at the home, I rang the bell and waited for someone to welcome me 
inside. Shortly, a pleasant-looking lady in her mid-forties came to the gate, asked if I 
was the person she had been expecting, greeted me warmly whilst introducing herself 
as the home’s supervisor, and then quickly ushered me into her office, a designated 
room located within the home. I showed her a copy of my study proposal and the 
letter of appointment as a research student from my department.  
 
From the first meeting, the supervisor co-operated with me by showing interest in the 
questions I had prepared beforehand. She seemed very keen, especially, to discuss the 
children; the topics of conversation ranged from brief introductions of the children. 
As it was the first meeting, I did not want to appear overly inquisitive and insensitive 
so I kept my questions brief and, to an extent, impersonal. For example, I asked about 
the children’s daily activities and the home’s history46. The first meeting was formal, 
although subsequent meetings became more informal and I was allowed to participate 
in the home’s daily activities or happenings. For instance, if a quarrel occurred 
between members of the staff, the supervisor would tell me about it, or if one of the 
children were punished in school, I would be told the reason. 
 
                                                 
46
 The home was established by the founding directors in July 1977, after a return trip from Thailand. 
Realizing that there were many children growing up in an environment without parental love and 
guidance, the husband and wife team established an orphanage in Penang, Malaysia and since then, 
more than seventy residents have been in and out of the home. Some residents leave when they turn 
eighteen years of age (or upon completing the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia [the Malaysian equivalent of the 
O Levels]) and are able to join the workforce, while some further their education to vocational schools 
to learn specific trade skills such as engineering, hair styling, and plumbing, whilst others return to 
their own families. For example, those with single mothers are sent back once the mothers’ financial 
situations improve and they are able to take care of their children once more. The home is set up to 
provide care for these needy children and to give them a brighter future. Recognizing the importance of 
education as a means for a more positive socio-economic position within society, the home provides 
support to the educational needs of the children through the help of volunteers who come on a regular 
weekly basis to tutor the children in their schoolwork, or to conduct specific classes to meet the needs 
of the children, such as teaching reading and writing to those who are unable to do so. 
 101
The supervisor made two requests that she hoped I could meet during my stay at the 
home.  Firstly, she asked me to assist the children47, either by tutoring them or helping 
the supervisor herself come up with interesting literacy activities (that included 
reading to the children). Her second request was that I give her a copy of any written 
work, papers, results of outcomes; in other words, anything in written form pertaining 
to the home. Naturally, the supervisor was anxious that she and the home be presented 
in a favourable light. Although I was initially surprised by the request (I realised that a 
lot was expected from me), I had to comply. Two main reasons accounted for my 
acceptance of these requests. Firstly, the research approach adopted was that of 
critical ethnography48 (which involved the informants) instead of a traditional or 
descriptive approach (which solely involved the researcher).  Secondly, I needed to 
obtain the co-operation of the supervisor throughout my stay in order to fulfil the 
study’s research objectives and purposes. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) had so 
aptly suggested: 
knowing who has the power to open up or block off access, or who considers 
themselves and are considered by others to have the authority to grant or 
refuse access, is, of course, an important aspect of sociological knowledge 
about the setting.’ (p. 64). 
 
5.3.2 The physical structure of the home  
The meeting with the supervisor lasted more than an hour, after which, she took me 
on a ‘walking tour’ around the home. Mentally noting down as many points as I could 
about the physical description of the home, I mentioned to the supervisor that signs of 
                                                 
47
 At a later stage of my stay, I was asked to help one of the children who had difficulties reading and 
writing, although she had been and still is being taught by many tutors. The supervisor was concerned 
over the child’s inability to read and write, which led to a lack of interest in schoolwork. So she asked 
me to prepare a diagnostic test to find out the reason.  During my fieldwork, there were numerous 
requests for help from the supervisor, such as not only to tutor the children, but sometimes to even take 
charge of the home in the absence of the supervisor and the staff. There was an occasion when the 
housekeeper was hospitalised for a week because her husband had thrown acid on her  and there was no 
one to stay during the nights with the children as the supervisor was also unable to be there as she had 
planned a trip abroad previously. So I was asked to stay with the children. 
48
 See the previous chapter (Chapter 4) on research approach for detailed explanation . 
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literacy were apparent all around the home. For example, there were school books 
belonging to the children on tables, storybooks on shelves in the library, colourful 
posters and big organisational charts hanging on the walls. Each door in the home had 
a label, such as, the Office, Library and Computer Room. She was pleased that I 
noticed this (the signs) and explained that among the home’s mission49 is to give the 
children a good head start in life. To achieve that goal, as she mentioned in an 
interview in the later part of the study, “…I stress on the importance on getting them 
(the children) to read, more than anything else, more than Maths and Science, that 
has been my emphasis.” 
 
As mentioned earlier, the home is made up of two double storey semi-detached 
houses (which I refer to as sections), linked by a common corridor constructed 
specially to facilitate the ‘flow of human traffic’, i.e. the residents living there. One 
section housed the girls’ bedrooms located upstairs, the kitchen, dining area, library 
and study area while the other section contained the supervisor’s office, computer 
room, and the living room and the boys’ bedrooms located upstairs. With the 
exception of the bedrooms, all other facilities, dining area, kitchen, study area, library, 
computer room and living room were common areas. Upstairs, each bedroom was 
sparsely furnished with bedroom furniture, single or double-decker beds, a cupboard 
to store clothing, and in some rooms, a low two or three tier bookshelf to keep 
schoolbooks50. In the rooms with no bookshelves, the children placed their books on 
                                                 
49
 The mission of the home to provide care for needy children is influenced by the religious tenets from 
Christianity. The two important elements, love and faith which provide the fundamental foundations of 
Christianity, are also the two main reasons for setting up and operating the home. The home’s mission 
in wanting to help people (unwed mothers, abused children, children sleeping on the sidewalks, 
orphans) in need of shelter, food and clothing stems from having a love for the needy, to continue to 
‘rescue’ more children and give them a brighter future. “Compassion is not just a passing twinge of 
pity…It is a heartache so intense that it moves us to action.”49 
50
 See Appendix 2a for picture of the younger girls’ room 
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the floors alongside clothing items (some of the cupboards did not have enough space 
to contain all the clothing). In the older girls’ bedrooms, the bedroom walls were void 
of pictures or personal artefacts which could otherwise suggest a sense of belonging 
or ownership51. However, the younger children’s bedrooms looked more ‘lived in’ or 
personal: the walls are plastered with wallpapers of animals and foliage, and there are 
toys scattered around. 
 
Downstairs, posters hung on the walls all around the home. The posters comprised 
mainly newspaper clippings of people (among them, the wife of the fourth Malaysian 
Prime Minister, politicians, members of churches and corporate bodies)  who had 
visited the home, visits to the National Zoo, The Planetarium, picnics, charts with 
information on the background of the home as well as photographs of past residents 
and visitors. There were also the home’s organisational chart and a few posters which 
contained captions emphasising the home’s positive efforts, for  example, one poster 
with pictures of the children at play, that read: “ Never a dull moment at C. Home 
with chores, visits, play and learning to fill every waking moment.” Another poster 
read “A home you can call home”, while a third poster with a collage of photos of the 
children in various activities read, “Discovering family relations anew as they grow 
up together at C. Home”. There was also a notice board on one of the walls in the 
living room; this board, I was informed, was the board of ‘honour’52 and works of the 
children which were considered of good quality, were pasted on this board for public 
viewing. On the board, there were some essays by the children, detailing their stay in 
the home, some pictures, as well as some handicraft.  
 
                                                 
51
 Appendix 2 (b) and (c)- pictures of the older girls’ room 
52
 See Appendix  3(a), (b) and (c) 
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The home had a small library, mostly filled with used books related to school, for 
example, textbooks, workbooks, dictionaries. There were also storybooks, the Enid 
Blyton range, Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew mystery series, outdated issues of 
Reader’s Digest and comics,  most of which had been donated by members of the 
public.  A lot of these books catered to readers between the ages of six to the early 
teens; consequently, the older girls living in the home did not particularly enjoy the 
reading materials. Fashion and entertainment magazines (especially, those featuring 
scantily dressed models or gossips about the latest movie stars or artistes) were not 
allowed because the supervisor considered them to be unproductive and a negative 
influence. There were no newspapers for the children to read as the home had not 
subscribed to any local newspapers. Beside the library, the space underneath the stairs 
held a few more book shelves, which contained books that were outdated but 
readable. For example, there were books on dinosaurs, animals, and music books with 
pictures. Some of the children’s favourite place to read was this little alcove, sitting 
underneath the stairs, partly hidden from sight. 
 
The computer room had three computers, which were connected to the Internet. On 
the four walls of the room were pictorial instructions on how to take care of the 
computers, such as reminders to switch on and off after usage and how to start the 
computers up and properly shut them down.  
 
The children did their schoolwork in a specified area; tables and stools neatly stacked 
in a corner of the room were taken out when it was time to do their work or when 
volunteer tutors arrived for lessons. When the children had completed the necessary 
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tasks, the tables and stools were put aside and the work area left unoccupied for other 
purposes such as watching television or other activities. 
 
5.3.3 The housekeeper (and staff) 
The kitchen was another room that I visited during the ‘tour’; here I was introduced to 
the housekeeper, Alice, an Indian lady in her early fifties. Alice was a battered wife 
whose husband had been abusing her for more than thirty years. When we first met, 
she was in the process of recovering from injuries caused by acid thrown at her. The 
constant abuse finally led her, together with her three grandchildren, to a women’s 
shelter, AWAM53.  
 
Alice had a prominent position in the home: besides being the housekeeper who 
cooked and cleaned, she was also considered a confidante and mother figure to many 
of the children. The bigger girls, Sarah and Hannah, sought Alice’s advice and 
opinions while the younger children were so comfortable around her that they could 
sit beside her, with their heads on her shoulders, and chat. Such was the extent of her 
influence over the children that conversations with Alice were sometimes in Tamil. 
Not only did the Indian children speak this language to her but the Chinese children 
actually learnt Tamil to communicate with her, since she was not fluent in English. 
The supervisor acknowledged Alice’s influence over the children which sometimes 
undermined the supervisor’s authority. For example, in the absence of the supervisor 
during the nights, the children would stay up and watch television when they should 
be in bed. However, because Alice was in charge during the supervisor’s absence, the 
children could do as they pleased. Alice’s grandchildren (Gaya, Kristine, Herbert and 
                                                 
53
 The acronym for All Women Action Society, an organisation dedicated to help and protect women in 
Malaysia 
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Ruben) were also accorded respect by the other children in the home, given the 
former’s kinship ties with Alice. Thus, fights were seldom picked with the 
grandchildren for fear of being discriminated against by Alice, who as the 
housekeeper, was in charge of all meals and had access to the biscuits, chocolates, 
snacks in the kitchen (which the children reached out for in between meals or 
whenever they were hungry). Alice’s prominent position in the home was also 
obvious as I further observed during my stay: upon returning home from school, the 
children would greet her first, sometimes bypassing the supervisor.  
 
The supervisor explained my presence in the home to Alice and requested that she co-
operate with me to make my study a success. During the initial stages of my stay, I 
faced some hostility from Alice but after a while I gained Alice’s confidence (see 
4.2.1). I considered Alice’s feedback and insights on the home and the children 
important, and because she seemed so influential, I made it a point in the subsequent 
days to go into the kitchen when she was cooking and chat with her,  asking questions 
about herself and showing sympathy towards her plight. Finally, a breakthrough came 
in our relationship one evening when she rolled up her trousers and showed me the 
still raw flesh on her thighs, the result of acid thrown on her by her husband. I 
considered this self-disclosure to be a vote of confidence in me, and this I interpreted 
by the action which she showed by including such personal matters54.  
 
Besides Alice, there were other members of staff in the home: Annie and Ruth. 
Unable to meet them on that day, I was introduced to them later when they reported 
                                                 
54
 In the next chapter, as part of the critical ethnography process,  I made a lot of effort trying to gain 
the trust and/or confidence of the home’s staff. 
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for work. The table below provides brief backgrounds of the other members of staff, 
including the supervisor. 
Name Age Race Status Remarks 
 
The supervisor Middle 40s Chinese Married In charge of the overall running 
of the home. Also the decision 
maker, although for certain 
decisions, particularly financial 
matters she has to refer to the 
home’s board of managers. 
Alice Middle 40s Indian Married The housekeeper. Also the 
grandmother to Gaya, Krisitine 
and Herbert. Besides taking care 
of the home’s domestic needs 
such as the cooking and 
cleaning, Alice is a mother 
figure to the children, 
particularly,  Sarah and Hannah. 
The children (non-Indians) learn 
to speak Tamil through Alice as 
they speak to her in Tamil.  
Ruth Early 40s Indian Separated Among Ruth’s responsibilities 
are to ensure the children say 
their prayers before going to 
bed, she also handles devotion 
sessions. Also, as Ruth is able 
to read and write, she tries to 
help with the children’s 
homework.  
Annie Late 40s Eurasian Single Having travelled widely, Annie 
was a proficient English 
language speaker who used to 
help the children with their 
homework besides conducting 
devotion sessions. Due to health 
reasons, she eventually left the 
home while I was conducting 
my fieldwork. 
Figure 1: The staff profiles 
After the introduction to Alice, I was led back once more to the office. Having 
seemingly missed the sign when I first arrived, this time, I noticed the words ‘Office’ 
emblazoned on the door of the room where I had earlier on sat in with the supervisor. 
This door was always kept shut, even when the supervisor was inside. In her absence, 
for example, during the nights, the door to the office was locked (the supervisor being 
the only person in the home who held the key), because there had been incidents when 
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a few of the children tampered with the lock and entered the office. The office was 
significant as it separated the management from the rest of the residents in the home. 
It was unavailable to children. To enter, a person had to knock on the door first and 
enter only when the supervisor replied “yes”, or “come in!”.  The supervisor’s office 
was also unavailable to the children, as it contained private documents such as reports 
on the children’s personal backgrounds and their schooling.  
 
The office was a small room containing a work desk, computer table and a few filing 
cabinets, some of which were kept under lock and key. Money and cheques, from 
members of the public or for payment purposes, were kept in a safe. Not all private 
documents were kept in filing cabinets and placed under lock and key. Reports on the 
children’s academic progress were kept on a shelf behind the supervisor’s table so 
that they could be readily accessed whenever she had a meeting with a volunteer to 
discuss the children’s tutoring sessions. The room, it seemed, was the only place in 
the home out of bounds to the children.  As if there was common understanding, even 
with the door slightly ajar, the children would always knock before entering into the 
office and I had neither seen a child nor a member of the home’s staff enter without 
first gaining permission from the supervisor. My position as researcher, however, 
accorded me privileges which the home’s staff did not have, such as access to the 
office.  During my stay at the home the supervisor allowed me to use her office 
whenever the need arose, even in her absence, when I needed to access the computer 
or if I wanted a quiet room to read or work on matters pertaining to the study,  and for 
these reasons I was offered the key to the room.  
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5.3.4 The children55 
The conversation between the supervisor and I continued for a longer period before 
she looked at her watch to remind herself (and me) that some of the children were 
expected back from school soon. No sooner had she spoken than a firm knock was 
heard at the door; looking at me, the supervisor said, “That must be Carmen.”  I had 
anticipated the meeting with the children all morning since I was informed that the 
supervisor had already told the children of my visit and that they looked forward to 
seeing this new visitor. She did warn me though, that they could be quite wary of my 
presence as they were told that I was going to study them and then write a report 
about them56. The supervisor also indicated that she allowed the children to think that 
part of my responsibility was to report them to her, because in that way she believed 
that they would be more attentive to their school work and tutoring sessions since they 
knew that someone was actually ‘watching’ them.  
 
A husky sounding voice rang through the room as a little girl of about 9 years old 
burst in “Hello Aunty J”, and sauntered confidently inside. The first child whom I met 
from the home had just returned from school. She was Carmen, and until a year ago 
had lived together with her mother who was a single parent. The mother sent her to 
the home because her work did not permit enough time to be spent with Carmen. 
However, she intended to take Carmen back home once she was financially stable. 
                                                 
55
 See Appendix 4 for picture of the children and Appendix 9 for transcript of interview with the 
supervisor on the children’s  backgrounds. 
56
 This sometimes caused the children to be on their guard and on their best behavior because they 
thought that I was writing a report to be submitted to the supervisor. Sometimes the children would 
remind each other to behave, especially when they saw me with the tape recorder or a note book. In the 
first week, one evening while observing the children play in the garden, one child asked me if I was 
going to report them to the supervisor because according to them, the supervisor told them that I will 
report to her so they had better not misbehave and any misbehavior would inevitably cause them to be 
punished. However, with time, and efforts taken on my part, the children soon learnt to trust me. One 
key way to gain their trust was to constantly communicate with them, especially before bed time. The 
children, especially the girls look forward to me visits into their bedrooms before going to bed and it is 
during these sessions where they actually open up and let me in their secrets.  
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Although Carmen was considered an average student, she was a competent speaker in 
the English language. The supervisor attributed her academic and language success to 
the foster family who spent time with her most weekends.  
 
Carmen’s weekends were spent with her Australian foster family who would  invite 
her for holidays once they were in Malaysia. Due to the exposure of language and a 
different lifestyle, Carmen was proficient in English and projected a confident image. 
She was also much respected and considered one of the clever children by both the 
other children and staff . Whenever someone came across a difficult word in a book or 
needed help in their schoolwork, cries of “Carmen, help...” or “Carmen, how to read 
this word” or “Carmen, what is this meaning?” could be heard. She was also a very 
popular figure in the home. Her popularity was reinforced especially after each visit to 
her foster family, as she had many stories to tell of her visits and holidays. Needless to 
say, the first time I met Carmen, she was tanned and bursting with information on her 
weekend trip to a nearby island with her foster family; when the supervisor asked her 
to introduce herself to me, she was not in the least shy, but rather, filled with curiosity 
as to why I was there. However, during our first encounter, she seemed in a hurry to 
recount her weekend holidays to the supervisor. So after saying a quick ‘hello’ to me, 
she turned to the supervisor instead. Obviously, she felt comfortable with the 
supervisor and freely hugged her in front of me, with no display of any form of 
shyness or inhibition. 
 
After 15 minutes, there were more knocks on the door. This time, three heads poked 
in through the doorway, eyes wide opened with curiosity as they glanced and quickly 
sussed up the visitor seated from across the supervisor. They greeted the supervisor, 
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to inform her of their return from school and shyly, smiled at me. One of them (whom 
I was introduced to as Gaya) uttered a “hello” before quickly looking away.  A usual 
greeting to signal their return would be “Aunty…, I’m home” and then “Ma  (Alice) I 
come home”.  
 
As the three persons entered the room, I assumed they were related because of their 
facial similarities as well as complexion. The supervisor nudged them inside with a 
wave of her hand, and introduced Gaya, Herbert and Kristine as the grandchildren of 
Alice.  At that time, the other sibling, Ruben, had not come home from school yet. 
The siblings’ parents had died due to the effects of alcoholism and they were left in 
the care of Alice. The children had been in the home for more than 3 years, and being 
the grandchildren of the housekeeper, the siblings were accorded some respect from 
the other children, to the extent that some of the children would actually do their 
chores for them. Gaya, the eldest sister, was an averagely built chatty 10 year old, 
Kristine; the second sibling was a plump gregarious  9-year old who loved to joke, 
read storybooks and play with Barbie dolls; and Albert, was a shy little skinny 8-year 
old with huge eyes, the antithesis of his two sisters. Conversant in both English and 
Bahasa Malaysia, they communicated with their grandmother in Tamil but used all 
three languages when they spoke with one another. Prior to coming to the home, they 
attended a Tamil medium school. The girls’ closest allies in the home were Carmen, 
Kay and Michelle, and they would spend many hours playing with Barbie dolls or 
reading a story book together.  
 
Later on, two young Chinese girls walked into the driveway of the home, schoolbags 
slung behind their backs. They were Mei and Kay, sisters who came to the home 
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when it became dangerous to leave them alone since the nature of their mother’s work 
(as a lorry driver) caused the mother to be away for the day and only to return late in 
the night. The siblings shared accommodation with other male workers in the 
company that the mother was employed in, a factory producing ice. One day a male 
worker made sexual advances towards the elder sister, Mei, who was around 10 years. 
Ever since the incident, the girls’ mother looked for a safe place to place her 
daughters until she was financially able to provide them with a home to call their own. 
Mei, who was at the prepubescent stage, when introduced, seemed quite friendly, 
while the younger sister Kay, a pretty slightly-built girl with an interestingly hoarse 
voice, seemed more interested to run out of the office and meet the rest of the children 
who had come back. She was also interested to know if Carmen was back, and that 
was among one of her first sentences in my presence.  
 
Prior to coming to the home, the girls attended a Mandarin medium school. During 
the school holidays, the girls would go back to their home to spend time with their 
mother. According to the supervisor, both sisters’ schooling had improved 
tremendously since coming to the home; so had their English language skills, and 
today, they are able to hold and understand conversations in English. In my 
subsequent conversations with Mei, I found out that she considered the home 
instrumental, especially in helping her with academic matters. After going upstairs to 
change and prepare themselves for lunch, the supervisor invited me to join her and the 
children for lunch, as she thought it would be a good opportunity for me to warm up 
to the children and they, to me.  
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I was led out of the office and to the dining room where most of the children had 
gathered around the dining table, ready for lunch. I recalled some of the children 
seated at the table but some of them were strangers; and one boy caught my attention- 
Caleb, a thirteen-year old, who had only about three months of formal schooling prior 
to coming to the home. He was very dark skinned, slightly built but often 
compensated for this by possessing a loud booming voice and a walking gait not 
unlike the ‘tough guy’ image portrayed in ‘action’ movies. Even at lunch that day, I 
saw him shouting instructions at a younger child, telling her to fill his plate with rice. 
Before coming to the home, he supported himself by herding goats. Caleb was a 
runaway. He ran away when one goat went missing and he could not locate it. Fearing 
punishment by his employer, the owner of the goats, he boarded the inter-state train 
which runs between two states, Negeri Sembilan (where he was from originally) to 
the state where the home was located. He was found by the Social Welfare authorities 
and taken to the home.   
 
According to the supervisor, Caleb’s reading and writing skills were very elementary 
although he had shown improvement in reading, under the tutelage of a volunteer who 
came every Friday to teach him and another child, Megala.  However, in school, 
Caleb is streamed according to his age and not his scholastic capabilities, so in 
comparison with his other schoolmates, he fell very far behind and very often came 
back from school having not learnt anything at all. However, Caleb seemed to have 
the ability of picking up a language very quickly, and currently was able to hold 
conversations in English. I was told this could be attributed to his daily interactions 
with the other children, the staff, volunteers and visitors. However, in the course of 
my fieldwork, Caleb was transferred to a vocational school for boys because he was 
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not making  progress, especially in school, and the supervisor decided that it would be 
more beneficial if he learnt a skill, for example, plumbing and welding. 
 
The little girl whom Caleb was shouting instructions at was Megala, a slightly plump 
Indian girl with big round eyes and short dark wavy hair. Although she sat at the table 
together with the other children, I noticed that she was never included in any 
conversations. Megala was an orphan whose parents died of a drug-related disease.  
Before the demise of her mother, Megala was referred to the home by Malaysian 
Care.  As the only child, Megala had been so pampered by her mother that when 
Megala came to live in the home, she did not know how to  take care of herself. For 
example, she could not wash herself, change her clothing, take care of her own 
belongings; moreover, scholastically, she was unable to read and write, although she 
had attended kindergarten. At school, she always performed poorly, with her teacher 
openly declaring to give up on her.  However, Megala enjoyed colouring activities: in 
fact, she would spend hours colouring, choosing the right colours and asking the 
others what colours were appropriate, instead of doing her homework. After spending 
more than three years with the others, she was able to converse in English, though she 
still could not read and write. Nonetheless, she was interested in pictures and colours; 
not surprisingly, when she chose a book, it would be because of the pictures and 
colours that attracted her attention.57  
 
Megala would sit quietly and have her lunch and any attempt to participate in the on 
going conversations was either pointedly ignored or answered with a “yes” or“no”, 
“Aunty J, can tell Megala to don’t disturb?”  or even a brusque “shut your mouth and 
                                                 
57
 For a detailed background on Megala,  refer to Appendix (10 )  for transcript of interview with the 
home’s supervisor on her  history and background. 
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eat your rice Megala, why you so busybody?”. Sensing that Megala might be 
unpopular, I had a chat with the supervisor and found that, indeed, she was not 
popular with the other children in the home, mainly because of her personal hygiene 
habits, thievery and misplacing or causing damage to things. Thus, the children left 
her out of their activities, such as when playing with their Barbie dolls. Megala also 
cultivated the habit of hiding her school uniform, either in the rubbish bin, behind 
doors, stairways or under the beds. Later in my fieldwork, I found out from the 
home’s housekeeper Megala’s reason for this action – she did not want to go to 
school, and if she could  not produce her uniform, she would be delayed and as a 
result, missed her school bus.  
 
When the children were about to finish with their lunch, voices would be heard along 
the home’s corridor leading to the dining room, calling out for the supervisor, 
announcing their return, “Aunty J., we’re back already.” The other children, although 
busy conversing with one another, whilst finishing up their food, would look up 
excitedly, on recognising the voices of Sarah, Hannah and Matthew. The two girls, 
upon returning from school would go into the dining room where everyone else was 
seated for lunch but  Matthew would choose instead to go upstairs to change out of his 
school uniform. The children would greet the supervisor and then walk to the kitchen 
to announce their arrival to Alice; I, on the other hand, was ignored. Both girls 
seemed uninterested in my presence, unlike the younger ones like Carmen and Alice’s 
grandchildren who were openly curious about my presence in the home while the 
more shy children stole glances and should they catch my eye, would quickly look 
down at the floor.  
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Sarah and Hannah (18 and 16 years old) were the two oldest girls in the home. 
Together with their younger brother Matthew, the siblings have lived in the home for 
the past three years since their father’s death due to cancer; the children’s mother had 
also passed away a few years earlier. The three children came from mixed parentage: 
their father was Chinese and their mother, Indian. Growing up in a fishing village, 
school was never taken seriously, and the siblings (Sarah, Hannah, and Matthew) 
would often miss classes, and instead choose to spend time with their neighbours and 
friends. They could speak some English from the lessons learnt in school but 
Cantonese (a Chinese dialect) and Mandarin were the most common languages used. 
However, when their mother was alive, they spoke Tamil with her. They could also 
speak Bahasa Malaysia, the national language of Malaysia. Matthew on the other 
hand, could not speak Tamil because his mother passed away when he was a baby. In 
the home, the girls learned to speak English, although Sarah continued to use Tamil 
(when the supervisor was not around) to Alice, the housekeeper whom Sarah regarded 
as a substitute mother.  Matthew, on the other hand, spoke English and Bahasa 
Malaysia fluently because he came to the home when he was 9 years old and was 
constantly exposed to the two languages in school and at the home (Matthew was 
personally tutored by Jason, a volunteer). Matthew eventually had a foster (an 
expatriate) family who played a key role in his acquiring English and at the end of my 
fieldwork, an expatriate family had taken him in as a foster child. 
 
Sarah was eighteen years old, a tall young lady with shoulder length hair and the 
eldest of the three siblings. She was not interested in formal schooling and harboured 
dreams of becoming a hairdresser upon leaving school. Although considered not very 
bright by her teachers, Sarah was regarded highly by the rest of the children living in 
 117
the home. This was seen especially when she ‘barked’ off commands to the other 
children and they immediately obeyed; in the absence of the supervisor, she was often 
put ‘in charge’ of the home.  Hannah, the second sister, was sixteen years old, and she 
too, could not wait to leave school and she had expressed a lack of interest in formal 
schooling. Compared to Sarah, Hannah was quieter and less bossy, but she too could 
command the respect of the younger children when necessary. Both sisters at the time 
of my study were adolescents and engaged with the technology of feminity (Eckert, 
1996) such as coloured nails (they were allowed to use lip gloss), hair styling, 
fashionable clothes and a growing interest in the opposite sex.  
 
The girls’ youngest sibling, Matthew was a handsome young boy of twelve years. 
Slightly tanned in skin colour, Matthew seemed to struggle between being a young 
boy and a teenager. While he often tried to avoid playing games with the younger 
children, he did not want to be Caleb’s friend (Caleb was 13 years old) because in the 
home, Caleb was regarded as one of the less ‘clever ones’ and belonged in the same 
category as Megala whom the rest did not like.  Here in the home, being literate was 
equated to being popular and was in fact a of form of capital (Bourdieu, 1993), As he 
belonged to neither of these groups, Matthew seemed to prefer to wander off alone by 
himself, either reading a book or remaining in the bedroom. However, Matthew was 
considered one of the ‘coolest’ in the home, and was invited to participate in games 
and conversations with the rest. He was also one of the ‘clever ones’ and looked up to 
by the rest. When he first arrived at the home, he was very rebellious and sometimes 
violent whenever he did not get his way. On one occasion, he took a knife and made 
cuts all over his arm in protest because he did not want to go to church with the rest of 
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the children. Through the years, he had developed mentally, emotionally and 
physically, and today, Matthew is doing well in school.  
 
Much later in the afternoon about three in the afternoon, two other children returned 
home from school, Louis and Mary. These two Chinese siblings were slightly built 
and possessed pleasant dispositions. Mary was small, with short jet black hair while 
bespectacled Louis was slightly taller and looked very serious all the time. Louis had 
a quiet and almost reserved disposition hiding pent-up anger and frustrations which 
sometimes he let out on the rest of the children. I later found out that the two children 
considered the home to be a temporary place for them because one day, their father 
would turn up and take them back home. Louis and Mary had been abandoned by 
their mother when they were young and had been brought up by their father. 
However, their father was a gambler who liked to live a life of indulgence and wealth, 
with the family living beyond their means. Eventually, he incurred debts from his 
gambling and loans; and unable to pay off his debts, abandoned the siblings, leaving 
them with an aunt who could not afford to take care of them as she had a family of her 
own. The home was contacted and in August 2002, the children came to live there. 
Both children did not want to be adopted because they believed that their father would 
return one day for them, although at the time of my fieldwork, their father had not 







Name Age Race Status Remarks 
Sarah 18 Chinese/Indian Orphan Sister to Hannah and Matthew. 
Left the home in December 2002 
after completing her SPM58 exam. 
She is currently working in a shop 
selling handphones. 
Hannah 16 Chinese/Indian Orphan Sister to Sarah and Matthew. Left 
the home in December 2002 after 
completing her PMR59 exam. She 
is currently helping her uncle with 
his business. 
Matthew 12 Chinese/Indian Orphan Brother to Sarah and Hanah 
Mei 13 Chinese From a single parent 
family (mother) 
Sister to Kay 
Kay 9 Chinese From a single parent 
family (mother) 
Sister to Mei 
Carmen 9 Chinese From a single parent 
family (mother) 
Only child 
Caleb 13 Indian Orphan Lived with his relatives 
(grandmother) 
Gaya 10 Indian Orphan Sister to Kristine and Herbert 
Kristine 9 Indian Orphan Sister to Gaya  and Herbert 
Herbert 8 Indian Orphan Brother  to Gaya and Kristine 
Megala 8 Indian Orphan Only child 
Louis 11 Chinese Abandoned Brother to Mary 
Mary 8 Chinese Abandoned Sister to Louis 
Figure 2: The children’s profiles  
5.3.5 Communicating with one another: learning a second (or third) language in 
the home 
In investigating the language and literacy practices in a home which comprises 
informants from various racial backgrounds, factors to be considered are the different 
cultures and religions practiced as well as the languages spoken prior to arriving at the 
home. 
 
In multi-racial Malaysia, it is common for languages spoken to be usually dependent 
on a person’s race or dialect. For example, a Chinese may speak Mandarin or a dialect 
(depending on his/her origins), such as Hokkien, Cantonese or Teochew, while an 
                                                 
58
 Sijil Peperiksaan Malaysia (SPM) is a public examination for those who have completed 11 years of 
schooling. It is equivalent to the British O Levels Examination. 
59
 Peperiksaan Menengah Rendah (PMR) is a government examination for those who have completed 9 
years of schooling.  
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Indian (once again depending on his origins) would speak Tamil, Telegu, Sindhi, etc. 
In the midst of all these languages and dialects, two languages, English and Malay, 
function as lingua franca. Given the multilingual background of Malaysians in 
general, it was not uncommon for the home’s residents to speak in a variety of 
languages, resulting in the home becoming a multilingual domain. However, since 
coming to the home, these residents had learnt to socialise primarily through the use 
of a common language, while at the same time, retaining their mother tongues with 
those of a similar race or language background.  
 
On one hand, prior to life in the home, most of the children communicated in their 
mother tongues, as they came from monolingual families where it is common  
practice to speak in one language, in most cases, the  mother tongue (Chinese dialects 
– Hokkien, Cantonese and Hakka – while Mandarin is used in school, and Tamil for 
the Indians).  On the other hand, in the home, Tamil was used mainly in the absence 
of the supervisor, the main person responsible for ‘maintaining’ the usage of Tamil 
being Alice. The Chinese children, learnt to understand and to some extent, speak 
Tamil in order to communicate with Alice and the rest of the Indian children who 
made up the majority. Chinese dialects were not commonly used among the Chinese 
children, even among siblings. Even the home supervisor made it a point to 
communicate in English to the Chinese children as she did not want to come across as 
being bias, using a language which was alien to the non-speaking Chinese children.   
 
Since the children came from diverse language backgrounds and were unfamiliar with 
English initially, Bahasa Malaysia (Malay) was used  when the children could not find 
a specific word in English. With the multilingual  environment, a supervisor, 
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volunteers and visitors who were mainly Chinese, foster parents who were  foreign 
expatriates, for example British and Australian nationals, and the home’s staff who 
were Indians, the children were inevitably forced to learn to speak in a common 
language, English. From monolingual backgrounds and suddenly being thrust into a 
multilingual one, the children learnt from one another, from the staff, visitors, from 
watching television, listening to the radio and even from reading texts in English and 
Bahasa Malaysia. Daily exposure and thrust into an environment where English was 
the main mode of communication left the monolinguals with no other option but to 
learn another language, because of the need to communicate with others who spoke 
different languages.  
 
Thus, in the home, language was also taken as a form of capital (Bourdieu, 1985, 
1986) when it carried with it social distinctions and class. For example, the children 
saw English as important because it was the preferred form of communication of the 
expatriates. English was seen to be the language that brings about a good future (as 
explained by the children in their interviews). In general the predisposed attitudes, 
values or ways of behaving towards this one language could be attributed to the 
influence by social and economic trajectories such as the supervisor and even the 
local community, who continue to emphasise that a bright future rests with the 
mastery of this particular language. 
 
5.3.6 The volunteers 
After lunch, the children would go upstairs to have a shower and get ready for the 
study sessions with the tutors. On that day, there were two tutors, Jason and Sherry. I 
was eager to meet them and asked the supervisor if I could stay in their class to 
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observe the classroom interactions. To my question, the supervisor obliged, although 
she intimated that she would have to speak to the volunteers first.  
 
The first volunteer to arrive was Jason, who was to tutor Matthew and Gaya 
(occasionally). Jason was a member of an international organisation that advocated 
volunteer work among youths. This organisation only accorded membership status to 
a hopeful if he or she completed a specified number of hours in volunteer work. Jason 
chose this home mainly because of his natural affinity with children and the fact that 
he also wanted to help “those less fortunate’”. I was told later on that day that it was 
also his first day as a volunteer, although he seemed so comfortable with the children 
and they took to him so well.  After going into the supervisor’s office, Jason 
introduced himself to me and then took the two children aside to begin the lesson, 
which dealt with a chapter in the text book on the functions of the body’s internal 
organs. To facilitate understanding of the organs, he used his own body and the 
location of the organs to explain the functions.  
 
I left Jason and his two charges when I noticed the second volunteer, Sherry, had 
arrived at the home and I wanted to observe what she had in store for the children. 
Besides tutoring the children, Sherry came over every Thursday to cook lunch for the 
entire home. On that day, she was there to teach Carmen and Kay mathematics, and 
did not seem to mind my sitting at their table and observing. The girls asked Sherry to 
help them with their homework and told her that they had difficulty in recalling 
multiplication tables. Sherry then had each girl recite the tables, and by the end of the 
1 ½ hour event, both girls were able to recite the multiplication tables without any 
mistakes.  
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On my first day, I only managed to meet two volunteers, Jason and Sherry, but there 
were many other volunteers and visitors who came on a frequent basis to offer various 
forms of help in the home. These volunteers will be introduced in the following 
chapters; I will also provide detailed accounts of the various literacy events that took 
place between the children and them. They were also among those who had allowed 
me to sit in on their sessions, listen to their conversations, and who were generally 
more open about themselves and their reasons for being at the home. Besides, they 
also took time to talk to me concerning the children. The figure below provides the 
details of the other volunteers who were actively involved in the lives of the children. 
Besides the volunteers, foster parents were also instrumental in the children’s lives in 
one way or the other. 
Name Age Race Status Remarks 
Chris Middle 40s Chinese Single Chris comes to the home once or twice a 
week to assist with various activities, 
particularly with devotion sessions. He 
sometimes helps the children with their 
schoolwork and on weekends, he takes 
them (those who do not have foster 
parents) for an outing, sometimes to 
play basketball at the neighbourhood’s 
court or for an ice cream. 
Paul Middle 40s Chinese Single Paul comes to the home every Tuesday 
to conduct devotion sessions with the 
children. He has been a regular visitor 
for the past 3 years and the children are 
very comfortable with him. 
Darrel Early 20s Chinese Single Darrel has just graduated from college 
and is looking for work. He helps out 
with the home in whatever ways that he 
can. For example, if the children need 
tutoring, he will tutor them; if the 
supervisor needs help on administrative 
matters; he will also attend to her. 
Carmel Middle 40s British Married An expatriate who has lived in Malaysia 
for the past few years, she is Matthew’s 
foster mother. Carmel is a full time 
homemaker with 3 children of her own.   
Pascal Middle 40s Australian Married An expatriate, Pascal is responsible for 
introducing Carmel to the home. Pascal 
is Carmen’s foster mother. 
Figure 3: The volunteers and foster parents’ profiles 
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With the different roles and responsibilities held, one main impact the volunteers 
made was their being mediators of literacy (Baynham, 1995) to the children. The 
literacy activities helped those who were unable to read and write, and socialised them 
into society, besides the obvious task of helping the children prepare for the 
classroom. Undoubtedly, these people played significant roles in the lives of the 
children, either as tuition teachers, foster parents, ‘big brother’, ‘big sister’, ‘uncles 
and aunties’60 or just first time visitors. Many of them functioned as role models and 
mentors who took interests not only in the children’s studies but also their lives in 
general, and were responsible in helping shape their attitudes towards literacy. 
 
5.4 Summary 
In this chapter, to acquaint the reader with my fieldsite and informants, I have 
provided detailed background information on the home, its physical structure, the 
informants, and the volunteers. This chapter traced my entry into the field, describing 
in detail the early experiences on the fieldsite and helping to acquaint the reader with 
the informants by taking the reader inside the home within its four walls. This is 
achieved through the personal reflections of the researcher’s first day at the home and 
the subsequent early stages of entry on the site.  
 
The following chapter will acquaint the reader with the various literacy related 
activities that take place in the home (or institutionally mediated literacy). As the 
informants engage themselves in everyday literacy and language practices, it is 
                                                 
60
 In Malaysia, it is the custom to address  older youths or young unmarried adults as ‘big brother’ or 
‘big sister’. The terms vary according to the different races, for example, if a younger Chinese person 
addressed an older Chinese youth or young unmarried adult, he would call him ‘Kor Kor’ (big brother) 
or ‘Cheh Cheh’ (big sister).  In this home, the children address the volunteers as ‘Kor Kor’ or ‘Cheh 
Cheh’ and those older volunteers as ‘uncle’ or ‘aunty’.  It is very impolite to call someone by their 
name as it will then be considered that the children have not been taught to respect those older then 
them. 
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essential to highlight the multiple forms of literacy set against a multilingual context 
that the study situates itself within and how this may be of significance, especially in 
relation to relations of power and the construction or negotiation of identities. Having 
said this, the primary function of this chapter is to provide the scaffold to the various 
issues underlining the study, i.e. power and identity in institutional literacy61. 
Highlighting the important role of the home’s timetable62, the reader will  discover 
that not only does literacy provide the children entertainment or prepare them for 
school, but also,  literacy events in this home  have contrasting functions63, all of 
which are closely related to the notions of power and identity. Through descriptions of 
the various literacy events (Heath, 1982), Chapter 6 gives an account of syncretic 
literacy  found in various ‘literacy situations’ in the children’s daily routines and 
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 Both themes will be addressed in the following chapter 
62
 The reason being that the timetable regulates the daily activities on the home, and is a catalyst for 
many literacy events. 
63




LITERACY IN THE HOME 
 
6.0 Introduction 
The overall aim of Chapter 6 is to acquaint the reader with the various literacy related 
activities in the home. Using the timetable as a point reference- it not only plays a  
crucial role in guiding the daily activities but also acts as a ‘stand in’ in the absence of 
authority, the reader will be given an account of  the syncretic literacy  found in 
various ‘literacy situations’ in the children’s daily routines and activities in the home.  
 
Broadly, literacy events in the home are everyday, religion-based, school-related, 
planned or spontaneous in nature. The planned events were usually formal and held 
once a week in the presence of adults such as the volunteers, who present themselves 
at the home at an appointed time and day (subject to the supervisor’s approval). 
Examples of such events were tutoring sessions on school-related matters, religion-
based literacy events (Bible study) and special visits from visitors. These events were 
regarded as formalised as they were held at a designated time (in the afternoons, after 
the children have returned from school), place (in the living room, at a study stable), 
with an assigned tutor; in other words, these events mirrored classroom routines. 
Literacy events which were of a more spontaneous nature, on the other hand, could 
range from reading aloud the ingredients of a packet of biscuits to getting together to 
reading aloud from a book, singing from the lyrics of a popular song or play acting to 
take on specific roles such as playing school. The weekend activities are not 
elaborated because I did not receive invitations nor permission to follow along for 
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observation purposes when the children either visited their foster parents’ homes or 
visited the homes of an adult sibling or a living parent64.  
 
6.1 The timetable 
Pasted outside the wall of the room designated for homework purposes was a piece of 
paper65. The significance of this paper was tremendous as it functioned  as a guide to 
the daily activities of the children (Goffman, 1961). The home’s activities revolved 
around it, with the children following the timetable religiously, especially when 
literacy related activities were concerned. Therefore, the existence of a daily timetable 
is crucial not only because of its role in guiding the daily activities, in addition, the 
timetable in its written form  represented the supervisor’s authority (in her absence) as 
the children dare not disobey the gazetted activities as stated on that seemingly 
insignificant piece of paper on the wall. Besides the obvious responsibility of  
regulating the home’s daily activities,  it was an important  site for literacy events66, 
as well as a form of representation of power and authority. Here, the relations of 
power was not only confined to institutional power (between the home’s authority and 
the children, which I refer to as ‘top- down67’) but also ‘bottom-up’ (implicit forms of 
empowerment among the children and the resistance towards authority)  and among 
the children themselves. With these important issues going on around the timetable, I 
will take it (the timetable) as the point of reference to the remaining chapter. 
 
                                                 
64
 For example, during the school holidays and some weekends,   Mei  and Kay visit their mother who 
is a single parent. 
65
 See Appendix 5 
66
 The children constantly gather around it and read aloud the activities. These actions of reading 
around the timetable hold significance for example, the children try to prove their ability to read in 
front of  the others- further discussion is given in the following section of Chapter 6. 
67
 Power which exists as a result of certain social hierarchy, in this case, the top level is represented by 
the home’s authority. ‘Bottom-up’  refers to the regulation of  power by the children towards authority, 
which is often implicit. 
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6.1.1 Regulating daily activities with the timetable 
Goffman (1961)68 suggests that among the characteristics of an institution, all aspects 
of life are conducted in the same place or under the same roof with one authority. The 
lives of people who live there are carried out in the midst of the other members, and 
no one enjoys any form of privilege over other persons. In other words, all are treated 
alike and required to do the same thing or things together. One way of insisting that 
equal treatment be given to everyone is to ensure that everyone follows the stipulated 
schedules and prearranged activities so that none could claim to have more or less 
than the other. These activities are in fact part, of an overall plan designed to meet the 
aims of the institution. Living alongside others, according to Clough (1982), is a 
distinctive aspect of residential life. 
 
A daily timetable of activities in residential homes is not considered an option; rather, 
it is a requirement under the national Child Protection Act. Part XIII of the Child’s 
Protection (Places of Safety) Regulations 1992 requires that a Daily Timetable of 
Activities be established for children placed in a Social Welfare department children’s 
home. Section 68  requires a ‘daily timetable of activities for a place of safety69, 
including the hours of rising and retiring, educational and vocational training, 
domestic work, meals, leisure and recreation, indoor and outdoor activities approved 
by the Director General.’ Moreover, Section 69 requires that “the programme of daily 
activities of a place of safety shall (a) be supervised by staff; (b) be appropriate to the 
ages and abilities of the children concerned and provide opportunities for their 
                                                 
68
 Pg 314: The characteristics of total institutions’ in Amitai Etzioni (ed.), A Sociological Reader on 
Complex Organisations, New York: holt Reinhart and Winston, Inc.,pp 312-38.  . 
69
 ‘A place of safety’ refers to the institutions or residential homes for children who are abused, 
abandoned or orphaned. 
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development; and (c) include opportunities for periods of indoor and outdoor 
activities and periods of undisturbed rest.” 
 
In the home, the timetable played a very prominent role in determining the children’s 
activities, and in this study’s context, the literacy practices and events. Being an 
important feature in the home, two copies of the timetable are mounted on two walls. 
One copy was on the wall outside the library that saw a heavy flow of movement and 
activities as the children usually passed by it on their way out; or sat outside it (the 
library) to do their schoolwork. The other wall, which had a copy of the timetable, 
was the wall outside the dining room, so that the children could readily look it up, 
especially when it came to keeping to time for meals and delegation of house chores.  
 
The timetable (see Figure 4) is the ‘official’ guide for the home’s everyday routines, 
from the time the children in the home wake up until bedtime. From Monday until 
Friday, routines were similar; however, the weekend timetable accommodated 
different activities such as visits from the public or fieldtrips. For security purposes, 
prior arrangements to the visits were made upon the approval of the supervisor; the 
home did not encourage strangers to walk in; and visits to foster families were 
supposed to be on Saturdays while Sundays were spent in church and Sunday school. 
As Ruth, one of the home’s housekeepers, said: 
“There must be a definite schedule so there wont be any lagging of one person 
or the other that will cause difficulty among everyone, so one will keep to their 
own duties and one wont pass the duty to the other… so when the children 
don’t do something, then we can tell them, look this is the time, this is what 






Time Saturdays Time Sundays 
6 a.m. Wake up time 
Breakfast 
7.30 a.m. Wake up time 
Breakfast 






Major cleanup 8.00-9.00 
a.m. 




Lunch 10.00 a.m.- 






Rest 1.00 – 2.00 
p.m. 





























Bath time 5.00-6.00 
p.m. 











































  9.30 p.m. Sleep 9.30 p.m. Sleep 
Figure 4: Timetable of the daily activities  
As in all institutions, the schedules to follow with prearranged activities were in fact 
part of an over-all plan designed to meet the aims of the institution. The time table 
above showed regulated activities so that the children could learn to discipline 
themselves in their everyday lives. For example, they had to strictly follow the times 
indicated, to wake up and get ready for school70, otherwise, they might miss the 
school buses which arrived at specific times. Further, it was a reminder for specific 
appointments that needed to be kept, such as the times and days for volunteers to 
                                                 
70
 The children attend different schools: some attend national-type schools of which the medium of 
instruction is Bahasa Malaysia (the national language of the country) while some attend Chinese-
medium schools.  
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come to tutor them. In addition, very little time was allocated to ‘play’ or for the 
children to choose a certain type of activity.  
 
After school, in the afternoons, volunteers came by the home to either help the 
children with their schoolwork or conducted other literacy related activities (e.g.  
reading classes or computer lessons). In the evenings, on specific days, some 
volunteers conducted Bible study sessions. Bedtime was at 9.30 p.m. and watching 
television during the weekdays was disallowed, because the children had to spend 
time on their schoolwork. 
 
In contrast to the rather rigid regiment of the week, the weekend timetable allowed 
flexibility in terms of the types of activities for the children. The activities included 
visits from Christian youth groups who might perform puppet shows or skits. 
Members of the public71 also visited the home and some of them took  the children 
out on fieldtrips to the National Museum and the National Zoo, and even visited an art 
exhibition. Weekend activities also included overnight visits to foster families for 
those who had foster parents and active participation in religious literacy practices 
(e.g. attending Sunday services, School, and youth programmes).  
 
Besides the more obvious primary function that is to provide information on the daily 
activities in the home, there were other less visible but crucial roles of the timetable in 
the home. I will discuss these functions below to show how important the timetable is, 
not only as a daily guide but also as a catalyst for literacy related activities, and a 
platform for the exchange or propagation in power relations as well as identity 
                                                 
71
 These are people familiar to the supervisor and are usually either college students from the 
neighbourhood or members of some churches 
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construction.  These ‘invisible’ functions of timetable provide an introductory 
platform for the study’s main research aims, i.e. to investigate the relationship 
between power and identity in the home’s literacy activities which will be discussed 
at length in Chapter Seven.  
 
6.1.2  As a representation of institutional authority 
In the written form, the timetable is a form of representation of the supervisor’s 
authority when she was absent, and used to dictate the daily activities of the children. 
The vignette below illustrates my point. 
 
On one particular occasion, in the midst of playtime, I overheard some children argue 
about the exact time to go upstairs in preparation for bedtime because no one wanted 
to stop in the middle of the  activities they were engaged in.  Sarah, one of the older 
girls had to remind the rest of the children to stop playing and get ready for bed, as it 
was a school night and they had to wake up very early the following morning for 
school. However, some of the children were reluctant to obey and started to bargain 
and argue with her for a later bedtime hour.  In what seemed to be the start of an 
argument, Sarah quickly got up and walked towards the timetable pasted on the wall 
in the living room and pointed to it, remarking that it was not her but the supervisor 
who in fact set the bedtime at 9.30 p.m.  
Sarah Go upstairs, everyone go now,  Aunty J (the Supervisor) say 
nine thirty  must go and sleep ok, and what is the time now? 
Carmen Wait little while… 
Kristina Ya lah, wait little longer, we finish this game first then we 
go… 
Sarah (Goes to the timetable, points at it) No, nine thirty bedtime, go 
now  (raises  her voice, and the children who were in defiance 
hurriedly gets up and   walks towards the stairs leading to their 
bedroom) 
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From the excerpt above, Sarah’s instructions at the beginning seemed to bear no 
significance to the other children, even with her position as the oldest in the home or 
with her reference to the supervisor’s authority. In fact, Carmen and Kristina seemed 
almost defiant when they tried to argue and bargain for a little more time. When she 
saw that her reminder to go to bed early was futile, she changed ‘tactics’ and quickly 
referred to the timetable. With that, the other children  stopped arguing with her. As a 
result, instead of taking it upon herself to be responsible in ensuring that the younger 
children go to bed on time (and they would usually protest to that), Sarah shifted her 
responsibility of determining bedtime to the written timetable. In performing this act 
of literacy around the timetable, it became more than a piece of paper pasted on the 
wall; it was in fact a representation of the supervisor when she was absent, and 
Sarah’s only method to ensure that the other children adhere to the rules and 
regulations in the home.  
 
6.1.3 Performing acts of literacy around the timetable to create identities and  
save  face  
Some of the children use the timetable as a platform to ‘show off’ to the others their 
reading abilities,  for example Caleb, who tried to identify himself with the other 
children who can read, and in turn marginalised himself from Megala, with whom he 
is usually grouped together with since she too, cannot read and write.  
 
To explain Caleb’s ‘behaviour’, I refer to Goffman’s ‘dramaturgical approach’, where 
an actor’s ‘performance’ is shaped by environment and audience and constructed to 
provide others with ‘impressions’ that are consonant with the desired goals of the 
actor (1959: 240). Similarly, Caleb tried to show the other readers in the home his 
 134
ability to read and made use of the timetable to achieve his intention. On a few 
occasions, while most of the children were seated around the living room engaged in 
their own activities, Caleb tried to attract attention by going up to the timetable, 
running his index finger on each activity  and reading out aloud, knowing the other 
children (and I) were watching him. In the beginning, no one noticed him, so he 
attempted to attract attention by calling aloud to Megala: 
Caleb:  Megala see… (points to the timetable) now is games time five to six p.m. 
Then we go for bath time and then dinner wash plates duties from six thirty 
until  seven p.m. Megala, then we have the devotion time. Saturday 
morning we got a major cleanup. See I can read and tell you all this, you 
know or not? I can read now  you know? Carmen, correct right, this one 
word is devotion? 
  
In trying to prove to the rest of the children that he could  read, Caleb tried to create 
‘literacy’ opportunities for himself. Goffman  credits this performance to “the 
pressure of idealized conduct is most clearly seen in marginalized people, whose 
deviance forces them into ‘discredited’ or ‘discreditable’ groups, based on the nature 
of their stigma” (Goffman 1963: 42). Caleb accomplished this by purportedly reading 
aloud the various activities and then telling her (Megala) that he was able to provide 
her with information from the timetable. While performing this act, his actions 
showed that he was actually trying to break away from the similar grouping he once 
shared with her (as the ones who cannot read) in the home. He then continued to take 
on this ‘new image’ by asking Carmen (one of the better readers) to  confirm with him 
(in front of the other children who were in the living room) whether he had  managed 
to correctly decipher the word ‘devotion’. Caleb’s request  to Carmen was significant, 
he was actually trying to identify with Carmen  who is known in the home as one of 
the more ‘clever’ children. While forming this ‘alliance’, Caleb disassociated himself 
from Megala, and their (Caleb’s and Megala’s) reputation as the least literate children 
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in the home. In other words, normalisation is a key tactic: to be different or to fall 
outside the expected construct is judged deficient.  
 
During an interview with Caleb, I asked him about his feelings on being unable to 
read and he replied that he was embarrassed. He also opined that being literate meant  
saving face, and from his interview, he came across as someone concerned with first 
impressions72, particularly the impression that he projects of himself to other people. 
Goffman introduced the term ‘face’ (1967) to explain how a person takes on positive 
social values in order to make a good showing for himself, and is the public self 
image that every member wants to claim for himself. Being unable to read and write 
embarrassed Caleb, for example, in an interview, he commented,  “… people all come 
talk with me English, I don’t know they think I never study”. According to him,  he 
did not want to give the others an impression that he was lazy or disinterested in 
school. Furthermore, when among the public it embarrassed him if others knew of his 
inability to  read, “when I go out, can see mah, the words, cannot ask people after we 
so shy.” Thus, because Caleb is concerned with saving face (Goffman, 1967) in this 
case, one that can read, write and speak (in English)73, he constructed a ‘literate’ 
identity and positioned himself within the world of the ‘clever children’, as 
empowerment involves transformatory action according to Giroux (1989). To achieve 
his goal, the timetable on the wall inevitably played an important role to him because 
at that particular point of time, I observed that there was an available audience (the 
other children were present [as was the researcher]),  his actions (by attracting some 
of the children’s attention  for example Megala, he was also pacing around the living 
                                                 
72
 to be further discussed in the chapter on identity construction ( Chapter 8 ) 
73
 to be further discussed in the chapter on identity construction ( Chapter 8 )  
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room calling out to the others, observing if he was being noticed) showed that he was 
somewhat trying to take the opportunity to exhibit his ‘literate abilities’ to the others. 
 
6.1.4 The reversal of power through the timetable : challenging authority 
While the timetable represents a form of institutional authority and is used to dictate 
the children’s daily activities, it can also be  used by the children to challenge 
institutional authority for their  personal gains or gratification.74  
 
When Ruth is in charge… 
During the nights with Ruth in charge,75 the children sometimes used the timetable to 
challenge her, mainly because she was very strict with them and did not tolerate 
indiscipline. See excerpt below between the researcher and Ruth (Appendix 5) 
Researcher So you believe that routines or schedules are important? 17 
Ruth Definitely, even in offices, there’s a schedule or routine in 
order for the time that we have to finish work, there must be a 
definite schedule so there won’t be any lagging of one person 
or the other that will cause difficulty among everyone, so one 
will keep to their own duties and one wont pass the duty to the 
other. For instance if one does not do, then, maybe is feeling 
lazy, then pass it to another, then it will become a general 




Ruth had some very strong opinions on discipline, and her opinions did not go down 
very well with the children as seen from their conversation below. Ruth believed that 
routines were important and if a child did not follow a particular routine, this would 
cause the other children in the home to follow suit, which could result in disruptions 
in daily planned activities. Among Ruth’s main concerns was that the children not 
                                                 
74
 This statement is made from my nightly observations of the children (the time between after having 
taken their dinner and before they get ready for bedtime).  
75
 the home’s staff (Ruth and Alice) take turns to take care of the children in the nights since the 
supervisor does not stay overnight at the home. 
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miss out on their study sessions as well as the devotional sessions. Because of her 
sometimes overzealousness, on her charge, she would insist that the children studied, 
regardless if the time was allocated for that activity or not, and the children showed 
their resentment of her actions through the timetable. As a result, the children 
protested vehemently and would use the timetable to determine the said activity, and 
challenge her instruction as the conversational excerpt below shows: 
Ruth  (In a loud voice, almost  shouting) What are you all doing ah? 
Sit down and study. Take out the table and your chairs…, 
Carmen, why are you playing with those toys? Put them away! 
Didn’t I tell you all not to take those toys out of the room? So big 
already, still playing with toys, your studies are so bad, results 
no good, still play, play the whole day. 
Carmen (Confidently gets up from the floor where she is seated with 
some of the other girls and goes straight to the timetable and 
points to the time slot and activity allocated in that particular 
slot) Now is time to play, see the timetable say so. We do our 
homework already what. Why can’t we play? 
  
 
Carmen, being the more outspoken of the children there, used the timetable’s 
‘authority’ to challenge Ruth’s directive and was not afraid to point out to Ruth that 
she (Carmen)  was not in the wrong for playing with the toys since the timetable 
stated that 5.00-6.00pm was games time. In actual fact, the children had the privilege 
of playtime and Ruth, was at fault for not being able to differentiate between the time 
to play and to study.  As Foucault exerts, power is everywhere because it comes from 
everywhere, therefore, since power is everywhere, it is impossible to escape the 
effects of power.  Foucault’s position is that power is relational and multicircuited; it 
is not centralised, top down, or the possession of any individual.76  Here, although 
Ruth was designated the role of being in charge, it was Carmen who had the upper 
hand in the final decision of the night’s activities. This could be interpreted as  
                                                 
76
 Cited by Luke, A.(1997) Genres of Power. In Literacy in Society. Ruqaiya Hasan and Geoff 
Williams (Eds.). 
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Carmen was aware that the timetable represented the supervisor’s authority in her 
absence. Secondly, Carmen did not seem afraid of being reprimanded, or standing up 
to Ruth. Having said that, given her reputation of being the ‘clever’ one with the rich 
foster parents, Carmen rarely found herself in any trouble with the home’s authority 
since she did well in school and her foster parents were in fact, generous donors to the 
home. 
 
6.1.5 Summarising the significances of the timetable 
The few examples above illustrated the significance of the timetable in the home, not 
only in guiding the daily activities of children and those involved in the home, but it 
also  generated  literacy related activities such as reading or telling jokes around it. 
This in return, allowed the children opportunities to construct identities as well as 
exercise forms of power  not only among themselves but with the staff as well.  The 
act of walking up to the timetable, running a finger along a certain activity and 
reading aloud from it held different purposes as I have shown through three different 
events, as recapped below: 
 
The children used the timetable for their own specific purposes for example, in 
Caleb’s case, he tried to create a new identity for himself in order to belong to one 
group and ‘getting out’ of another group. In other words, Caleb was creating 
solidarity with the children who could read by verbalising the activities found on the 
timetable, thus proving that he shared a common attribute (the ability to read) with 
them. The act of going up and reading aloud from the timetable was something the 
better readers (or rather, the ‘clever’ ones) would do; compared to those who do not 
read well enough and had to depend on the others to read and tell them what was next 
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on the day’s agenda. Caleb used the act of reading (from the timetable) as an activity 
to achieve his own social purpose, he competed for attention from the other children 
(especially Megala) and tried to prove his worth as a reader, instead of a non-reader as 
he was known in the home. Caleb also tried to become a member of the ‘reading 
community (the clever children)’, since membership in a community is partly defined 
by the process of knowing and participating in the shared literacy practices that are 
characteristic of that community (Barton and Ivanic, 1991).  
 
Sarah used the timetable as form of reference to the supervisor’s authority to get the 
required attention and obedience from the others, when she might not be able to do so 
without it. Carmen, on the other hand, dared stand up to Ruth when she was 
admonished for playing instead of studying because the timetable was drawn up and 
decided upon by the supervisor. The examples above briefly showed the 
demonstration of power in an institution not only through figures in authority but also 
among them who come under authority. As Foucault (1980) suggested, power does 
not operate only at the macro  level of powerful institutions but is exercised over both 
the dominant and the dominated. In the home, they subvert institutional power and 
challenge authority (bottom-up), while amongst the children, power is exerted over 
each other for personal reasons such as inclusion and/or exclusion into desired social 
groups. Further discussions on the notions of identity and power in relation to various 
literacy related activities are discussed in the following three chapters. 
 
 
6.2 Literacy situations in the home 
As the timetable played a prominent role in regulating the daily lives of the residents 
and determining the children’s activities, with time slots and venues for most 
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activities, when it came to literacy, the various literacy events (Heath, 1982) in the 
home were inevitably situated (Barton et. al., 2000) and located in particular times 
and places. Here, I use the term ‘literacy situations’ to categorise the many literacy 
events that took place in the home but under/for different circumstances and 
conditions (the participants, mediators, time, purpose, and content of these events).   
 
Because of the nature of the home’s social-construct (with varying language, 
educational, social backgrounds and differing academic abilities), various 
unconventional methods were employed in the literacy practices and events. They 
included, teaching reading through songs, spelling through drawings, math through 
the computer). Generally, the nature of daily literacy practices were for  religious, 
school, leisure, organisational or planned or spontaneous in nature. The planned 
events were usually formal and held once a week in the presence of adults, for 
example, the volunteers, who presented themselves at the home at an appointed time 
and day (subject to the supervisor’s approval). Examples of such events were tutoring 
sessions in school-related matters, religion-based literacy events (Bible study) and 
special visits from visitors. Literacy events which were of a more spontaneous nature, 
on the other hand, could range from reading aloud the ingredients of a packet of 
biscuits to  getting together to read aloud from a book, singing from the lyrics of a 
popular song or play acting roles such as playing school. The weekend activities were 
not elaborated because neither was never received an invitation  or permission  to 
follow along to observe the children when they visited their foster parents’ homes or 
the homes of an adult sibling or a living parent77. 
 
                                                 
77
 For example, during the school holidays and some weekends, Mei  and Kay visit their mother who is 
a single parent. 
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The four common domains of literacy comprised:- 
1. religion ( associated with teachings from the Bible and the church)78 
2. the school, where the events revolve around the State school, as in  the 
children doing homework given by teachers, reading and writing letters 
3. leisure, such as the story telling sessions, reading in groups or individually, 
singing79 
4. and everyday literacy such as reading the ingredients off a packet of 
biscuits or a brochure in the mailbox 
 
Some of these events occurred frequently and at specific days and times; these 
situations made it possible for me to observe and collect information - they included 
weekly sessions with volunteers who came to tutor the children, conducted Bible 
classes or reading sessions.  While the timetable regulated most events which were 
planned with specific aims or agenda and under adult supervision, more spontaneous 
literacy-related activities happened amongst the children themselves, such as reading 
together and singing from lyrics, usually in the absence of an adult. These 
spontaneous events provided important insights on the children and how they 
appropriated literacy since in spontaneous moments, away from the watchful eyes of 
an adult, the children did not try to be at their best and act as expected of them.  
 
The following sections provide examples of the four domains of literacy in the home. 
As religion plays an important role in the home (it defines the home’s ideologies and 
day to day living) I will start with the various religious literacy practices and events 
that often involve the home’s staff and Christian volunteers. Literacy events involving 
                                                 
78
 See Appendix 6 (a) and (b) for pictures of a Bible study event with Chris 
79
 See Appendix 7 for pictures of  the children’s study time and reading events 
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school come in second since most activities in the home revolve directly around 
school preparedness (for example homework, studying for a test, or learning to read) 
or indirectly  with school (for example, learning to write through a card-making 
activity, or learning how to spell through a letter-writing activity). Since the strict 
regiment of the home leaves little time for leisure, the third domain comprises literacy 
events that the children enjoy participating in but have little opportunities to do so. 
Finally, the fourth domain mentioned, which is often taken for granted and sometimes 
overlooked as it seems subsumed into the daily lives of those in the home, is the 
everyday literacy events such as reading off a brochure found in the postbox, or 
laughing together over the name of a strange ingredient found on the wrapper of piece 
of chocolate. 
 
6.2.1  Religion related literacy events 
A. Bible study 
The mission80 of the home “besides demonstrating God’s love to the children them 
and providing them with shelter, care, food is to nurture their spiritual development, 
to bring them to the saving knowledge of Christ and character development, after 
leaving the home, they would still have the knowledge of God that will carry them 
through their lives.”  As the home’s ideologies were based on religion, in this case, 
Christianity, the prevalent use of the Bible was hardly surprising in many of the 
literacy-related activities. In her (1983) study, Heath noted that religion (Christianity) 
played an important role in influencing ideas of good parenthood which, as a result, 
influenced the literacy of the children. Because Bible reading (quiet time and 
devotion) was emphasised in the home, most of the children had their own Bibles, 
                                                 
80
 Obtained  from the Home’s corporate brochure 
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either given as gifts from foster parents, or donation. When a child was presented with 
a Bible as a gift, for example, in the case of Carmen’s Bible, personalised messages 
were inscribed inside it:  
  “Dearest Carmen,  
  Jesus loves you always and so do I. Love, Pascal.”  
 
Besides the Bible, another common feature of religion-related literacy events was 
Christian songs, either written in a book by a child or committed to memory through 
frequent singing. Among the favourite were songs sung in Sunday school: ‘Jesus 
loves me’, ‘My B-I-B-L-E’, and songs sung during the ‘adults services’, such as 
‘Jesus, You’re the sweetest name of all’. These songs were always sung with gusto, 
accompanied by clapping of hands, and lifting up of hands (as the adults do during 
Sunday services. Interestingly, similar to Zinsser’s (1986) study on religion and 
literacy, the children in the home learned these songs and their accompanying actions  
‘catching on’ to  the singing and observing what the adults (including their supervisor, 
Sunday school teacher and other members in the church) did. 
 
B. Devotion sessions 
In line with the home’s religious ideology, some volunteers were asked by the 
supervisor to conduct devotional sessions with the children. These volunteers were 
Christians whom the supervisor knew personally so as to ensure that the children were 
taught according to the correct religious principles. Two volunteers who regularly 
conducted these sessions were Paul and Chris. Occasionally, the supervisor herself 
would conduct a class, especially when she noticed the children needed a reminder on 
behaving appropriately81.  
                                                 
81
 Devotion sessions with Chris and the supervisor will be discussed in detail in Chapter Seven. 
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Following a particular format, like church services on Sundays, the sessions begin 
with the singing of religious songs, with song sheets containing the lyrics of the songs 
which were given to the children, in case the songs were unfamiliar with them. The 
singing session, called, worship session, was accompanied by music from the guitar, 
and the children would clap to the rhythm of the songs. The songs sung were repeated 
most of the time; thus, the children had become familiar with the rhythm of the songs. 
After the worship session, the volunteer would read a portion of the Bible, 
highlighting specific chapters or verses, accompanied by exposition, made simple to 
understand through examples related to the children’s daily life. These sessions lasted 
for about one hour, ending with a prayer. The volunteer will always lead with a 
prayer, with the children repeating after him; sometimes, one or two children will be 
asked to pray aloud individually.  
 
6.2.2  School-related literacy situations  
A. Story telling sessions  
Story telling sessions were conducted by a volunteer, Wai Ling, every Friday 
afternoon. The books were from her private collection and the children chose books 
they wanted to be read to them. Sometimes, the children would choose a book to read 
on their own, and they would keep these books for a week until the next session. 
These sessions helped the children learn to read and speak as well as instilled in them 
the love for reading.  
 
As the supervisor explained, “they like to read, some of them like to look at books, 
some of them are into reading story books, Gaya, Kristina, sometimes they are so 
absorbed into it, in fact Mei last time, she couldn’t read but when she could, we found 
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it very hard to get her to put it down.” By reading from a variety of titles, the children 
were also exposed to a wide array of vocabulary. During these reading events, the 
children not only had the opportunity to be read to but were also given the 
responsibility to choose books which they liked, regardless of design, pictures or titles 
that attracted their attention. For more than one hour, Wai Ling read to the children at 
least three stories (depending on the length of each story) and acceded to each child’s 
request. However, if she was unable to entertain each child’s request, she would 
usually tell him/her to keep the book for the week and to try to first read it on his/her 
own, and  she would read it to them the following week.    
 
B. Reading classes for Megala and Caleb  
Two children (Megala and Caleb) in the Home could not read. Therefore, every 
Friday, after the story telling session, Wai Ling gave Megala and Caleb reading 
lessons. An advocator of home schooling and trained to teach music, she combined 
various methods to teach the children how to read, using picture cards with the 
alphabets and singing out the alphabets. Wai Ling also provided words of 
encouragement and positive reinforcement, regardless of whether the children 
managed to recognize an alphabet correctly or not. This non-threatening environment 
seemed to make both children comfortable and unafraid of making mistakes and I 
observed that they were very enthusiastic and looked forward to this event every 






C. Tuition lessons 
Given the role of volunteers as tutors to the children, it was important to include the 
tuition lessons as such literacy events were common in this home, notwithstanding the 
impact these sessions had on the children, intellectually, emotionally (confidence-
building), and socially (taught to interact with authority).  
 
Six volunteers came to the home to give tuition to the children. Some taught on a one-
to-one basis, while others took on two to three children per session, with these 
sessions lasting between 1½ to 2 hours. The volunteers provided tuition to the 
children and helped with the homework. They would go through the various subjects 
taught in school such as English, Bahasa Malaysia, Mathematics, and Science. During 
these sessions, conversations between the volunteer and children were in English as 
most of the volunteers were more comfortable using English, rather than other 
languages. Also, because it was common to have a tutor-student pair who did not 
come from similar racial backgrounds, English was the main medium of 
communication during these sessions. A variety of methods such as rote learning for 
multiplication time tables and ‘show and tell’ when teaching Science were employed.  
 
D. Making ‘thank you’ cards82  as literacy events 
Every year, the children personally made and sent ‘thank you’ cards to volunteers and 
visitors who had rendered services to the home, either by tutoring, taking the children 
on fieldtrips and visits or giving gifts and money.  A related activity done during the 
school holidays concerned cards which were recycled from old cards which had been 
sent by friends (usually people who had visited or come into contact) with the home. 
                                                 
82
 See Appendix 8 (a)  for samples of cards 
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Some cards belonged to the children who had since left the home. Pictures from these 
old cards were cut out and pasted on new blank cards made out of cardboard which 
had messages written by the children themselves. These messages were, for example, 
Merry Christmas, Thank you, Happy New Year.  
 
The children enjoyed these activities and from their comments on who should get the 
card, and why they thought Aunty Carmel deserved a beautifully drawn card and why 
another person should be given a not-so-nice one, the children seemed to be aware 
that more effort is put into making a personal ‘thank you’ card for someone they 
know and like, such as a foster parent or a volunteer. These decisions helped sensitise 
the children to various acts of kindness as well as helped them to appreciate the adults 
who had invested time and effort into the home.  
 
E. Writing ‘thank you’ notes/letters 
Interpersonal relationships between foster parents and the children were strengthened 
with the writing of ‘thank you’ notes/letters as forms of appreciation. Writing of 
‘thank you’ notes was common after a child returned from a weekend with a volunteer 
(usually another child’s foster parent) or was brought out on an outing. However, the 
supervisor who was responsible for the content and composition of the note usually 
dictated the notes. Often ‘thank you’ notes were written upon instruction from the 
supervisor and although the notes are in the penmanship of the children, most of the 
contents are the supervisor’s. Even if the children do write notes on their own, without 
the help of the supervisor, they would still have to let her examine them before 




Besides organizing indoor literacy events for the children, an innovative method to 
encourage learning was planned outings. This method introduced in England and 
schools throughout the country was supported by the Campaign for Learning through 
Museums and Galleries; it had taken the initiative to incorporate programmes 
museums and galleries to facilitate new and exciting ways of learning83. In the home, 
the supervisor hoped that through these fieldtrips, “they (the children) can enrich their 
minds, their souls, their literacy, in the course of interacting with volunteers, they also 
improve their language”.  
 
On one of these fieldtrips, volunteers took the children to the National Art Gallery for 
an exhibition of photographs from all over the world. The theme of the exhibition was 
‘certain moments of the day, for example, the sunset, the sunrise’, and tour guides 
were present to provide detailed explanation to the children regarding the meaning of 
each photo. The children were then encouraged to ask questions, if they had any 
queries. From the outing, according to the supervisor, “a lot of vocabulary was learnt, 
children were exposed to new knowledge of other countries, and they also had moral 
lessons, like not to miss a certain moment in time, to catch the beauty of something, 
that when translated to life, every moment is precious and there’s always something 
we can catch on earth and we can catch the beauty and appreciate.” Thus, although 
fieldtrips seemed to provide fun, they in fact enriched the lives of the children, in 
particular, by helping them extend their vocabulary and improve their language. 
 
 
                                                 
83
 Gould, Hannah. “Bringing the literacy hour to life”.  March 2002 issue of  Literacy Today (issue no. 
30). 
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6.2.3. Leisure-related literacy situations 
A. Reading alone or in twos or threes:-sharing a literacy moment together 
A popular literacy-related activity in the home is reading story books obtained from 
the library, volunteers or from school friends. The children read a variety of books 
that ranged from fairy tales, adventure, mystery, science and books on animals and 
nature. Reading was an individual or group activity. Individual reading wa usually 
conducted silently, while group reading allows a child to read aloud; the child who 
read aloud was either chosen by the others to read aloud, or did so voluntarily.  
 
B. Singing 
Music from various genres such as pop and church music featured prominently in the 
children’s lives. The children usually sung from a book compiled by Carmen, who 
wrote out numerous Christian songs which were their favourites. Besides the book, 
they also learned secular songs from listening to the radio or their school friends; the 
songs comprised those by popular ‘boy bands’ and younger singers such as Westlife – 
all these helped  them to ‘connect to a wider youth culture’ (Prinsloo, 2004) beyond 
the home, with its ideologies and preferred type of music (church music). Most pop 
music that the children know of were either through encounters with the radio and 
television84 or friends in school. 
  
As local literacy theorists (e.g. Brandt, 1997; Barton & Hamilton, 1998) expand the 
traditional definition of literacy from cultural practice to any symbols that make sense 
of a person’s world, Purves (1990) acknowledged music as part of the textual 
environment that helps children make sense of their world as music is a strong symbol 
                                                 
84
 Which the children listen to or watch particularly when the supervisor or Ruth is not around. 
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of cultural identity, a way of being connected to a group and being separate from 
others who do not like the same kind of music. Singing and humming provided 
opportunities for a particular kind of sociability, with friends ‘joining in’ voluntarily, 
in active appreciation of a particular song (Rampton, et. al., 2002). 
  
According to Ruth, this was an activity involving both genders, and she attributes this 
interest to religious practices like attending “church, and they have regular devotions, 
they have people to come by to teach them to sing.” Also, singing was a gender-
inclusive activity, and the children “like(d) to sing mainly because they all can do it 
together, singing everyone can do together you see, a form , even if its learning, all 
can do together, whereas if it’s a particular reading, it has got to be an individual 
thing.” (Appendix 5 L25) Since the other activity that involved group interactions 
was reading, singing transcended the gender boundary. As Ruth puts it, “One thing 
they can do together, so they do it all together. When it comes to singing all can do 
together”, as Rampton et. al. (2002) claim, a song ‘catches on’ and ‘spreads’. 
 
6.2.4. Everyday literacy situations 
Barton (2001) categorizes six areas of everyday literacy practices: organizing life, 
personal communication and private leisure, documenting life, sense-making and 
social participation. In the home, everyday literacy events occur in both planned and 
spontaneous situations and differed according to contexts and situations. 
 
Among the everyday practices were for personal communication, i.e. the writing of 
notes or letters by the children to foster parents, volunteers or members of the public. 
Often when they were required to write to recipients outside of the home, they were 
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guided by the supervisor who ensured that the letters or notes were appropriately 
composed.  
 
Besides writing for communication, a second purpose was for documentation and an 
important literacy event worth mentioning was ‘signing in the allowance book’85, i.e. 
the children acknowledged the following day’s pocket money by appending their 
signatures in a receipt book.  
 
A third category of everyday literacy was  for the purpose of sense-making, for 
example, it was common to have brochures from the nearby supermarket thrown 
into the wastepaper basket, but on that particular day, a brochure from the nearby 
supermarket might suddenly seem interesting when it featured an item on discount 
which one of the children had wanted but was too expensive. Another example was 
reading the ingredients in food items. Labels on food items (tins and packets were 
stored on a shelf in the kitchen) did not usually make interesting reading material 
until the children were hungry and wanted to eat. Then, as they sat together on the 
sofa, munching biscuits and doing little else, the child who had clutched the tin of 
biscuit would look at the tin (attractively labelled with colourful picture of biscuits) 
and start a conversation by reading aloud the ingredients labelled on the tin.  
 
The final category of everyday literacy practices in the home was for private leisure. 
Books, magazines and the national English language newspapers were read for leisure 
as a means of relaxing, passing time and even satisfying one’s curiosity. Besides 
reading, singing from lyrics seemed to bring pleasure to the children. Going on 
                                                 
85
 See Chapter Nine for  detailed discussion on this event. 
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outings or fieldtrips to a museum or art exhibition were other literacy-related activities 
which the supervisor justifies as part of the home’s activities, “… the outings planned 
for them, hoping they can enrich their minds, their souls, their literacy, in the course 
of interacting with volunteers, they also improve their language to spend time 
meaningfully.”  
6.3 A summary of literacy practices in the home 
The table below summarises the different literacy-related activities that take place in 
the home. Organised according to the previous sections’ narratives of the said 




Context Participant Purpose Scope Materials Role of 
child(ren) 
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Figure 5: The different literacy related activities 
 
6.4 Summary 
In Chapter Six, through the home’s timetable86, which provided a routine to the 
home’s residents, in particular, the literacy practices, overall general descriptions of 
the various literacy events (Heath, 1982) give an account of syncretic literacy found in 
various ‘literacy situations’ in the children’s daily routines and activities in the home. 
The collage of events has shown how literacy is incorporated into the lives of the 
children, with daily activities scheduled to include tutoring sessions, devotional 
sessions, and outings.  
 
                                                 
86
 The reason is that the timetable regulates the daily activities on the home; besides, it is a catalyst for 
many literacy events. 
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An important point to note was that many of these events involved non-parental adult 
mediation, for example, the supervisor, volunteers or even visitors whose primary 
goal was to mediate literacy by achieving specific literacy tasks such as reading and 
writing with the children during tutoring sessions.  In many of these events, 
volunteers played significant roles; without them, most children would not have been 
able to keep up with their schoolwork since there were little financial means to enable 
them to attend tuition87 classes outside. Others who came to the home unable to read 
and write were patiently nurtured by the volunteers; in the end, they made 
improvements. For most of them who were only conversant in their mother tongues 
prior to coming to the home, they learnt to speak in English from the volunteers88. 
The volunteers also motivated them and acted as guiding lights, becoming inevitably 
responsible for the early literacy practices of these children.  On the whole,  an 
important point to note in all these events is the opportunities created for interpersonal 
relationships, not only amongst the children themselves but also with the adults, 
especially when the children wrote notes which were sometimes reciprocated either in 
text form or verbal exchange.  
 
The events highlighted in this chapter complete Part III of the thesis which intends to 
provide a detailed account of the home as a literacy scene. In Chapter Five, I provided 
detailed background information on the home, its physical structure, the informants, 
and the volunteers. Finally, Part III will prefigure the following data chapters Seven, 
Eight and Nine which provide an in-depth analysis of specific literacy events to 
answer the study’s research questions  found in Chapter One.  
 
                                                 
87
 In Malaysia, ‘tuition’ is a term which refers to private tutoring sessions outside of school hours, with 
the tutors usually paid according to the hours they teach. But in this home, the tutors teach on a 
voluntary basis. 
88
 Refer to Appendix   13 for  interview with Caleb. 
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PART IV 
ENGAGING WITH THE STUDY 
 
 
Part IV sets out to address the research questions set out in Chapter One. Firstly, it 
investigates the appropriation of literacy as a legitimate display of power and the 
regulation of access to the social network and situations in an institution. According to 
Tusting (2000), literacy practices are patterned by social institutions and power 
relationships, and some literacies more dominant, visible and influential than others’ 
which are in turn, infused with power (Collins and Blot, 2003). The study therefore,  
assumes that the relationship between literacy and power requires research that 
focuses on the concrete everyday lived reality of literacy practices. As Street (2002) 
explains, through the ethnographic descriptions of lived realities of those whom we 
seek to understand can we can come to see and understand the ways in which literacy 
may transform relations of power.  
 
Secondly, given the study’s context, a residential home, the following chapters 
explore an alternative to the general assumption that acknowledges the central role of 
parents in children’s literacy development (Taylor, 1983; Weinberger, 1993). The 
chapters also highlight the necessity to move beyond formal literacy practices, and 
understand the broader socio-cultural contexts in which literacies are constructed. 
Related to the subject of informal types of literacy is the existence of others within a 
community who become the mediators of literacy, and these people are usually not  
teachers or  parents. The data from the three chapters show how members of the 
community are actively involved in the children’s literacy development and how they 
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have successfully helped these children acquire the necessary academic and social 
skills through the different literacy practices and events. As literacy is appropriated in 
multiple contexts and forms, there is also a need to provide a more sophisticated and 
textured account of the orders of literacies which scaffold, facilitate and/or construct 
different identities in different semiotic spaces that are non mainstream. Goffman’s 
(1959) discussion of 'performance'  offers a number of concepts relevant to the study, 
in particular, the concepts of ‘theatre’ which comprises the ‘stage’  props', 
'interaction', 'appearances', and 'actors' point(s) of view'.   
 
Part IV comprises three chapters thematically organised according to different literacy 
situations. Chapter Seven gives special attention to religious literacy and include 
examples of formal events between adult mediators and the children. Specifically, it 
deals with the bi-directionality purposes of religious literacy events. Results from the 
data show that although it may seem as if the adults have the authority over the 
children’s literacy choices, there are  strategies used by the children in order to access 
to the types of literacy they desire.  Chapter Eight and Nine in turn deal with literacy 
events that take place outside the margins of regulated events according to the 
timetable. These events include the children’s linguistic construction found in 
imaginary play situations and activities of the children as they perform, negotiate or 
construct new or existing identities.  In general, Chapters Eight and Nine provide 
readers with an opportunity to ‘hear’ the voices of the children (from their 
perspectives), in order to fully comprehend how literacy is appropriated, considered 
and understood from their perspective. 
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Consequently, in all data chapters, literacy practices or events, including reading and 
writing activities, appear to be highly contextual, interwoven into the home’s daily 
ways of life, sustained by talk, various in form and consequences, and sensitive to 
ideological complexities of time and place (Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Besnier, 1994; 
Heath, 1983; Scribner & Cole, 1981). In summary, literacy is considered as a  socially 
constructed practice which  perceives individuals as active agents who co-construct 
meaning while they develop perceptions, values, goals and purposes about ways in 
which literacy is used (Carrington & Luke, 1997; Gee, 1990; Luke, 2004; Muspratt, 
Luke, & Freebody, 1997). Clearly, for this study, literacy learning is to be understood 
as a process by which individuals participate in specific literate communities for 



















LITERACY FOR RELIGIOUS PURPOSES: HARKENING TO DIFFERING 







“The home was set up for children without parental love… The mission was to 
demonstrate God’s love to them and also to provide them with shelter, care, food and 
to develop them holistically not just physically, but also their spiritual development, to 
bring them to the saving knowledge of Christ and character development, after 
leaving the home, they would still have the knowledge of God that will carry them 
through their lives.  ” – The home’s supervisor 
 
The quote above, extracted from an interview with the supervisor provides an 
understanding of the home’s ideologies and its management, for as the extract 
suggests, not only does the home aim to provide for the physical needs of the 
informants but it also  seeks to internalise religious teachings as a means of guiding 
the informants in their future endeavours. The strong linkage between religion and the 
way the home is managed, along with the eminent role played by religion in the lives 
of the informants, suggests that religion-related literacy practices would be an 
appropriate way to start Part IV as compared to other domains of literacy such as 
school or everyday literacies. 
 
7.1 Navigating  the chapter 
With religion dominating the home’s daily practices, Chapter Seven gives special 
attention to religion-related literacy events in an attempt to answer the study’s 
research questions i.e. to show how the residents in the home dealt with symbolic (and 
material) dominance. The events examined will for example, show the different 
approaches and strategies used by adults in relative authority who while sharing 
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similar aims for the lessons, i.e. in line with the home’s mission, used very different 
teaching strategies to get their objectives across. The children in turn, engaged in 
various social positionings, and  opportune themselves by strategically creating 
possibilities to obtain desired outcomes; for example, they created different forms of 
identities and put up fronts to help them cope with the expectations of the adult 
‘teachers’. Chapter Seven thus explores the different orders of literacy that take place 
in relation to forms of power such as symbolic domination (Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1977) or rather, exerting power through positions of authority in a particular social 
hierarchy not uncommon in residential homes. In this particular residential home, 
power relations were explored from two perspectives.  The first and more obvious 
was to look for the physical  actions of those involved, such as the use of hand 
gestures, for example, pointing of the index finger to ‘warn’ a fidgety child or to 
project a ‘look’ towards a child as a sign of warning not to misbehave. However, a 
more effective way to explore the issue of power was to look at  language or 
discursive hegemony (Brodkey, 1989), since power is often demonstrated through 
language usage. In the home it was most common practice for the person in authority 
to have the prerogative to give or to refuse permission for certain matters, not unlike 
in a classroom for example, where a teacher gets students to act accordingly through 
language (commands, orders, etc). As Bourdieu (1991) writes,  “utterances are not 
only signs to be understood and deciphered; they are also signs of wealth, intended to 






7.2 Choices of texts and digital paraphernalia 
In the home, reading and other forms of entertainment were sanctioned by the 
supervisor. As with the timetable which dictated the daily activities in the home, the 
supervisor was the primary decision maker when it came to literacy in the home; from 
the choice of reading materials that the children could access to the different types of 
literacy related activities. Hence, as ‘literacy practices (are) patterned by social 
institutions and power relationships’ (Tusting, 2000), it would be inevitable that the 
home ‘wields the power’ when it came to decisions on the types of literacy related 
activities.    
 
As the main decision maker on the types of literacy related activities among the 
children, the supervisor was responsible for the types of materials (textual or 
otherwise) that could be used for these events. As a result, reading materials brought 
into the home by the children or visitors were screened thoroughly by her; 
accordingly, materials deemed to be unhealthy to the mind, or ‘unChristian’ were not 
allowed on the bookshelves, if they  contained elements of violence, horror, occult, 
and sex. To decide the appropriateness or acceptability of texts, two main criteria, 
namely genre (no horror, violence, romance) and content (including language that  is 
devoid of profanity or negative elements) were used. As a result, literacy practices 
and events in the residential home were inevitably determined  by religious doctrines 
and principles for example, the types of events that they participate in (Bible study, 
devotion sessions) to the choice of texts and digital paraphernalia.   
 
In the home, censorship on the types of reading materials was considered necessary so 
that the children were not exposed to negative influences such as violence, profanity, 
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or any other traits considered as abomination to God.  For example, the characters  in 
Manga (Japanese animation) ‘have  secret lives’ where friends and robots help them 
to defeat foes, and this contradicted the teachings of the Bible which states that  
followers of this particular faith were to depend on God (and not on ‘superheroes’) in 
time of need or trouble.  Western comics, such as Superman promoted a character 
with supernatural strength who rescues mankind while another contemporary comic 
book, X-Men, has characters who travel through time, in water or in space. The most 
popular character, Wolverine, is half man and half animal (wolf) and possesses 
supernatural healing powers.  Books with themes on the power of magic such as 
Harry Potter by J.K. Rowling were also banned as the contents were considered to 
promote and encourage the practice of witchcraft. However, the home’s strict views 
on what could be read and what could not, did not go down well with the children 
who deemed these decisions as restrictive and inhibiting since they had their preferred 
choice of reading materials, which incidentally, comprised the very themes mentioned 
above. In retrospect, these preferences however ‘unhealthy’ or ‘ungodly’ were in fact 
typical of the reading habits of young children as proven from a study of 12 year olds’ 
reading preferences. This study found that children of this age group had the tendency 
to read scary stories and books, comics, magazines about popular culture, and books 
and magazines about sports (Worthy, Moorman, & Turner, 1999). 
 
Besides reading materials, access to the media i.e. the television and radio, also came 
under close scrutiny. Here again, the programmes were strictly vetted by the 
supervisor. The children were only allowed to watch the news, cartoons, and movies 
which did not contain negative influences such as violence, foul language and horror. 
Songs which were popular among teenagers were sometimes frowned upon; these 
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included those which contained lyrics describing love or passion or contained words 
such as ‘kiss’, and ‘make love’. Computer games were also subject to approval from 
the supervisor; thus, games which contained elements of horror and violence were not 
allowed to be downloaded or played by the children.   
 
To ensure that the children did not possess the materials mentioned above, ‘spot 
checks’ were conducted usually by the supervisor and a member of the staff, Ruth or 
Annie (who used to work in the home).  During my stay, I observed a ‘spot check’ 
which involved Matthew, who was ‘caught’ twice for having magazines on 
witchcraft. In this particular ‘spot check’ conducted by the home’s staff, a Pokemon 
magazine (featuring animated monsters and which was very popular among teenagers 
in Malaysia) was discovered hidden amongst other books in his schoolbag. The 
magazine was confiscated, and he was given a long talk by the supervisor in her office 
on the negative influences of reading such magazines. Besides the supervisor’s 
admonishments, Matthew was carefully observed for a period of time, in case he 
brought back to the home more such magazines. As a result, Matthew’s schoolbag 
was subjected to more random checks, in comparison to the other children’s bags.  
 
However, these actions did not seem to deter him from disobeying the supervisor’s 
decision, because a few months later, Matthew was once again, caught with another 
Pokemon magazine. As a repeat ‘offender’, Matthew was punished with solitary 
confinement; he was sent to his room and not allowed to communicate with the 
children for the rest of the day. He was also prevented from playing or participating in 
any leisure activities; instead, the supervisor had him reflect on what he had done. 
Later that day, she followed up on her actions by having a discussion with him on the 
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implications of his actions. Later, I asked Matthew his reason for reading such 
magazines. He replied that it was given to him by a friend, and that everyone in 
school was caught up in this Pokemon craze, and thus it would be ‘uncool’ if he did 
not know this latest fad. It seemed to me then, that Matthew’s primary concern was 
with being able to fit in with his peers in school; and to do so, he had to reflect an 
image (to his peers) of being in the know (and possession) of the latest reading fads 
which in this case, happened to be the Pokemon magazines. Although he was aware 
of the consequences of bringing into the home ‘banned materials’, it seemed that it 
was even more important to him that he was able to connect to a  group of friends that 
had its own identity and membership.  
 
With such strict impositions, the children had very little access to texts and forms of 
entertainment besides those which were allowed in the home. However, during my 
stay, I observed on many occasions (particularly during the weekends and at night 
when the supervisor had gone home and the children were placed  under the care of 
the home’s caretaker), the children would sing popular songs, read ‘banned’ materials 
and watch programmes on television which contained negative elements that were 
discouraged or disallowed in the home. In summary, the children tried to deceive the 
supervisor, hid the ‘forbidden’ literature, in summary, kept these materials (and their 
actions) out of her sight whenever they wanted to go against the impositions by the 






7.2.1 Coping with the rules and regulations: strategies used in defiance to the 
imposition of censorship  
From the perspective of the supervisor as  head of the home, strict censorship of texts 
was a necessary form of preventive measure as its primary intention was to keep the 
best interests of the children in mind and ‘to protect’ them from harsh negative 
influences. However, the home failed to consider that as children matured into 
adolescents, their preferences and lifestyles would also evolve and among the changes 
were the choice of reading materials.  
 
From fairytales, mysteries and horror genres, girls would become increasingly 
attracted to preadolescent romance novels (Kincade, et. al. 1993), which were 
discouraged or disallowed into the home, and as such were not easily accessible to the 
children. These strict measures or impositions resulted in a myriad of strategies 
developed by the children as they continued to try and gain access to the banned 
materials, such as Pokemon comics, which were the ‘talk of the town’.  With the 
many ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ and ‘cans’ and ‘cannots’ imposedupon them, the children 
defied the ‘ban’ on their preferred choice of print, media and digital materials by 
inventing strategies such as hiding these materials in their schoolbags and pockets in 
their uniforms, away from the eyes of the supervisor. In the process, they tended to 
put on a facade or ‘face’89 (Goffman, 1967) as though they were ‘living up’ to the 
home’s religious and moral standards, for example, by complying with its rules on 
acceptable reading materials and other forms of entertainments which were 
considered ‘spiritually uplifting’, instead of ‘worldly or ungodly’. This process by 
which the children attempted to present a favourable public image of themselves or  
                                                 
89
 ‘Face’ in Goffman’s term is the public self image defined as the “positive consistent self-image or 
personality (including the desire that this self-image be appreciated and approved of by others). 
 166
‘impression management’ which Goffman (1959) construed as the portrayal of 
everyday life as a series of social interactions in which a person is motivated to ‘sell’ 
a particular image to others. Creating such images, which were acceptable, 
particularly to the home’s supervisor allowed the children to be in her favour, and 
resulted in them gaining certain privileges that belonged only to those who behaved 
appropriately. Thus, it was not uncommon to see the children putting on a front by 
strategically ‘advertising’ desired behaviour by getting together in twos or threes, 
sprawled on the living room floor reading aloud from fairytales or educational books 
on animals, in front of the supervisor and some staff. However, behind the scenes, or 
the ‘back stage’ (Goffman, 1959) away from the supervision of the supervisor or staff, 
it was common to find the children reading (aloud or in hushed whispers)  from books 
which were otherwise banned in the home.  
 
Other than reading, the second activity which the children enjoyed was singing. 
Various music genres feature in the children’s lives daily; among the favourites  
music genres were pop music and church music which the children drew on to get 
together to  play and to sing. The children usually sang from a book containing lyrics 
compiled by Carmen, who had painstakingly written or composed numerous Christian 
songs, which were the children’s favourites. As Ruth affirmed in our informal chat 
sessions, singing was an activity which involved both genders, and she attributed this 
interest to religious practices such as attending church where in “church, and they 
have regular devotions, they have people to come by to teach them to sing.” Also, 
singing was not restricted to a particular individual, as the children “like to sing 
mainly because they all can do it together, singing everyone can do together you see, 
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a form, even if its learning, all can do together, whereas if it’s a particular reading, it 
has got to be an individual thing.”   
 
Besides gospel music, the children listened to popular music on the radio or 
television90 or learnt from friends in school. Most of these songs comprised songs by 
popular ‘boy bands’ and younger singers such as Westlife. Seemingly, pop music 
helped them ‘connect to a wider youth culture’ (Prinsloo, 2004) beyond the home.  As 
local literacy theorists (e.g. Brandt, 1997; Barton & Hamilton, 1998) had expanded 
the traditional definition of literacy from cultural practice to any symbols that make 
sense of a person’s world,  Purves (1990) in addition, acknowledged music as part of 
the textual environment that helps children bring meaning and various significance to 
peer belonging. Music, as a strong symbol of cultural identity, is a way of being either 
connected to a group or separate from others who do not like the same kind of music. 
For example, singing and humming provided opportunities for a particular kind of 
sociability, with friends ‘joining in’ voluntarily, in active appreciation of a particular 
song (Rampton, et. al., 2002). In other words, these activities generate a form of group 
membership and identity. 
 
Besides having a common interest for popular music, the children (including those 
who were not Indian91) also enjoyed Tamil movies rented from a nearby video shop. 
These movies were viewed only when the supervisor was away. Although bedtime 
was stipulated as 9.30p.m., there were many occasions when on a school night, the 
children would stay up (together with Alice) until after 10.00 p.m. to watch these 
movies. However, in the presence of the supervisor, the children usually tried to 
                                                 
90
 Which the children listen to or watch particularly when the supervisor or Ruth is not around. 
91
 The Tamil speaking children would interpret the dialogues and explain the story line. 
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behave appropriately. While it was obvious that they enjoyed watching movies which 
the supervisor found unfavourable, in front of her, they would talk about the news or 
programmes that were educational or those which the supervisor approved of. This act 
of putting on a front was observed by me on many occasions. At this point, I evoke  
Goffman’s (1959) notion of ‘fronting’ to explain the process of deception employed 
by the children as they, in the presence of the supervisor, spoke loud enough for her to 
overhear them, exclaiming the benefits and enjoyment of watching the news during 
the weekends. As expected, the supervisor overheard our conversation and praised the 
children for being able to choose programmes that were beneficial to them. Little did 
she realise that in her absence, they would watch video tapes brought into the home 
by Alice and the older girls. 
 
In desiring to have access to these ‘banned’ materials, the children were united in 
purpose; they kept a look out for one another and kept each others’ secrets. For 
example, if one child was reading a comic book brought home from school, another 
child was usually on the look out in case the supervisor was in sight. To share their 
favourite songs with one another, the children would write the lyrics of these popular 
songs on pieces of paper or notebooks, ensuring that these were hidden from the 
disapproving eyes of the supervisor. In order to present the desired front to the home’s 
management, the children presented a favourable public image and rtied  to 
strategically conceal their musical preferences for ‘worldly’ songs by only singing 
‘Christian songs’  in the presence of the supervisor as they knew that she would not be 
pleased if they sang ‘worldly songs’.   Meanwhile back stage, a lot of these ‘banned 
substances’ were revealed after the supervisor returned to her home. Only then would 
the lyrics be sneaked out from school bags, in between pages of school books, to be 
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shared among the children who enjoyed singing together.  Only when the supervisor 
had retired for the day and went home, would the video player be switched on and the 
video tape   which was well hidden be taken out to be viewed by all.  
 
The following sections of Chapter Seven discuss the bi-directionality of the 
relationship between power and identity by looking at two formalised literacy events 
conducted by adults for the children and the means through which these adults 
appropriate92 literacy in order to achieve specific aims and objectives. As mentioned 
in Chapter Six, literacy events in the home were situational, dependent on the 
purposes or circumstances. Sections 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5 give detailed accounts of two 
religion based events that bore similar themes and objectives (religious doctrines and 
teachings from the Bible) and mediated through adults (the supervisor and a 
volunteer).  Also note that the social structure of these events was somewhat similar 
to a regular classroom (in particular, the event by the supervisor) or Sunday school. 
However, while similarities exist in both events,  marked differences were also noted, 
particularly in the teaching approaches and the children’s reactions toward the 
‘teachers’. 
 
7.3 Devotion with the Supervisor 
Literacy plays an important role in the weekly Bible study events conducted for 
various reasons: to strengthen the faith of the children in God, to learn more about the 
religion, and to rebuke (especially when the children misbehaved).  Stories, passages 
or verses from the Bible were told or quoted, learnt or memorised through recitation 
or by writing down in notebooks ‘memory verses’ by both the adult and children.. 
                                                 
92
 Used in the Marxian sense of appropriating a power-commodity or a set of practices controlled by 
dominant classes or cultures. 
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These events usually comprised a story telling session that included singing and 
recitation of prayers.  The stories were taken from a particular curriculum comprising 
a set of topics pertaining to positive values, with the Bible as its main reference. 
Attendance at these events, especially those conducted by the supervisor, was 
compulsory, even though the activities (e.g. action songs – singing whilst acting out 
the theme song) included in these sessions were more for the younger residents. The 
event below describes a devotion session between the supervisor and the children, the 
complete transcript for this event is provided in Appendix (11). 




Supervisor and the children 
Theme  :     Teaching on being attentive 
Props    :     Picture of a deer,  song 
Song     :     When there’s someone else who’s saying something 











Children are seated on the floor around the supervisor, who is 
standing across from them. The children are also not allowed to get 
‘comfortable’ by lying on the floor or getting/sitting too close to 
her. 
 
• She has a picture of a deer to illustrate her story. The radio 
is turned on and ‘When there’s someone else who’s saying 
something that I need to hear’ is played. The children are 
familiar with this song because some of them sing along. 
• Starts with asking the children to repeat after her (see 
excerpt from transcript in Appendix (1 ) below) 
  
 
Supervisor Say after me, ok, …when there’s someone else…(children repeat)  1 
 who is saying something (children repeat) 2 
 That I need to hear (children repeat) 3 
 If I’m easily distracted it will not be very clear(children repeat) 4 
 I must listen very closely to the things they have to say(children 
repeat) 
5 
 I will choose to be attentive (children repeat) 6 
 Every hour every day(children repeat) 7 
 Ok, we’re going to start the song. This song tells us that showing 8 
 the worth of a person is by giving full attention to them, but if, 9 
 say, Caleb is looking outside there (Caleb was looking around), 10 
 do you think it’s very attentive? The story of the deer…now one 11 
 day, there’s this deer who was out in the forest…and there was 12 
 this big cougar. You know what’s a cougar or not? 13 
Matthew No…. 14 
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Supervisor It’s like a big tiger like that, like a cheetah, very big. 15 
Matthew Oh, like a puma? 16 
Supervisor Ah.. yes, anyway…                                        17 
 But the deer’s mother was listening very carefully because she 18 
 was very attentive so she saved her deer and brought him to 19 
 safety. Imagine if she was not attentive,…oh dear…, what do you 20 
 think will happen to the little deer? 21 
 You see, the deer has very special ears, their ears ah…can turn 22 
 different ways (shows using her hands how the ears turn)…very 23 
 special you know. 24 
 Ok, lets sing the song again ok, when there’s someone else who’s 25 
 saying something I need to hear (plays the song on the radio) 26 
 
Foucault (1979) had noted that various social institutions have provided themselves 
with ways to discipline individuals and to ensure that individuals discipline 
themselves. This particular event mentioned above was conducted after the supervisor 
started to observe (and had also received feedback from the other staff and volunteers) 
that some of the children were seemingly ill-mannered as they would feign ignorance 
and simply not pay attention or listen attentively when being spoken to especially, 
toward volunteers and visitors. In addition, they seemed to have difficulties 
concentrating, particularly when studying and were easily distracted. Thus, the 
supervisor decided instead of personally reprimanding each child, she would address 
this issue through a session of story telling, singing and prayer.  
 
The event described above is an apt example of power being enforced vis-à-vis 
positional authority, in this case, the supervisor was accorded the required 
institutional power in tandem with her position in the home. The supervisor’s 
authority and influence, observed from the discourse during interaction with the 
children and their reactions, differed with other literacy events between the children 
and other volunteers who taught them (see the alternative literacy event with Chris, a 
volunteer in the following sub-section). As such, the differences reveal how social 
positions empower one accordingly. 
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7.3.1 Analysing the event 
The discursive construction of power in this religious literacy event between the 
actors could be explained by referring to Goffman’s notions on the construction of 
interactional floors and stages, participant structures, keying and footing.  
 
Two forms of data are considered, the transcript, which showed the supervisor’s 
attempt in manoeuvring the event to meet her objective and a physical description of 
spatial arrangement93 which provided important insights on the social network 
between the actors. The social hierarchical network between the supervisor and the 
children could be observed from the sociospatial arrangements. The seating positions 
among the children seemed to convey a sense of acknowledgment of the authority 
before them: every child sat on the floor while the supervisor stood in front of them, 
nobody was sitting on the available sofa. The children were clearly aware of the rules 
for interaction during this session, or rather the proprieties that had to be observed. An 
example is highlighted from an interview with Matthew; when asked what he had 
learnt from these sessions, he replied: 
Researcher Do you learn anything? 44 
Matthew Yes 45 
Researcher What? 46 
Matthew We must share to sit, we cannot shout when teacher is reading, 
we must let the small one to sit in front and the older one sit 
behind so that the little one can see 
47 
Researcher Oh, who taught you that? 48 
Matthew Learn from AuntyJ 49 
 
                                                 
93Duranti and Ochs’s (1986)  work on the cultural organisation of space in a traditional village in 
Western Samoa looked at the spatial arrangement of human bodies, the content of the activities and the 
linguistic means through which specific acts are accomplished. They then used these elements (the 
spatial organisation of elements, including the occupation of space by the participants’ bodies) when 
looking at the syncretism of activities taking place within the particular environment. 
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Participant structures were observed in the allocation of turns, through which the 
children were either allowed to speak or disallowed to speak. Overall, there was very 
little interruption from the children during the session. Goffman calls this form of 
sociospatial arrangement ‘keying and footing’ (1974), which is understood to mean 
ways in which speakers signal their position with respect to the conventions and 
forms of language being produced interactionally.  
 
On the whole, the organisational flow of the session was very one-sided, with very 
little interruption from the children and the flow of conversation stemmed mainly 
from the supervisor who constantly handed out instructions to the children. For 
instance, she would ask the children to repeat after her, recite a pledge, or say a 
prayer. If a child interrupted, he or she was either instantly attended to or dismissed as 
being interruptive; and the children spoke only when spoken to. By way of 
illustration, Matthew, who asked a question, was quickly brushed aside by the 
supervisor who seemed eager to continue with the story (Lines 13-18). Notice also 
that whilst she was telling the story, very few children dared to interrupt her, unlike 
with other volunteers (e.g. Wai Ling’s reading sessions or Chris’s Bible study), the 
children would interrupt in-between, especially when they did not understand the 
meaning of certain words and when interruptions occurred (see Lines 27, 28); the 
‘deviant’ was quickly put in his place.  
 
Further, in this event, observe how the ‘floor’ took on an important role in 
determining social hierarchy within a particular context. To understand the concept of 
‘floor’, consider Gal’s (1991) interpretation of Carol Edelsky’s (1981) study which 
shows that for different kinds of ‘floor’ in mixed-sex faculty meetings at an American 
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college, power relations are visible during meetings when certain participants are 
favoured over others when it comes to holding the floor.  In the first kind of ‘floor’, 
certain speakers take longer turns and on the overall, participation is less with many 
hesitations to speak, while the second ‘floor’ on the other hand is characterised by 
simultaneous talk, little hesitation and overall, more general participation with many 
of the speakers performing the same communicative functions such as suggesting an 
idea, arguing, and agreeing.  
 
Interpreting Edelsky’s (1981) work which highlights gender issues, Gal (1991) states 
that as in cases of symbolic domination (Bourdieu, 1977), “we can also ask about the 
implicit worldview system that is enacted by the different kinds of floor” (p. 426),  
and as such, it is noteworthy that explicit and tacit struggles between speakers in 
meetings reveal the existence of conflicts about control of institutional power, about 
who will get to speak and with what effect. In this literacy event, as it was the 
accepted norm to obey without questioning, the supervisor had the necessary 
symbolic and material capitals (as head of the home to convince the children that it 
was in their best interest that this event was conducted – thus even the action of taking 
a pledge94 could be considered as ‘helping’ the children promise to behave 
accordingly). As the primary decision maker in the home, she took control of the 
‘floor’ and monopolised the event: any attempts by the children to voice opinions 
were discouraged and ‘forced’ participation was expected.  
 
 
                                                 
94
 In judiciary terms, an oath may be described generally as “an appeal or address to a superior 
being…but the value of the oath in the eyes of him who receives or imposes it consists in the opinion 
which he has of its influence over the person who takes it.” An oath may be taken voluntarily, or it may 
be imposed on a person under certain circumstances, as in the case of the children who do not have the 
choice on deciding if they wanted to say the oath since they may not be able to keep it. 
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Within her established position, which allowed her to ‘take control of the floor’, the 
supervisor used various strategies to enforce the lesson’s objective (i.e. the 
importance of being attentive using the lyrics of the song,) such as repetitions 
(enabled learning and retaining of information through repetition of key elements in 
order to retain required information), taking a pledge and reciting a prayer. The voice 
of the supervisor became the ‘sign(s) of authority’ (Bourdieu, 1991). Constant 
reinforcement of this point was achieved through repetitions; the children were 
expected to repeat after her (Lines 1-7). Repeating the theme of the story to reinforce 
the message seemed to be the preferred method of getting the message across to the 
children, as with the continuous stress on the word ‘attentive’ found throughout her 
dialogue. This too, is a kind of ‘discursive hegemony’, when the supervisor insisted 
that the children repeat after her in order to achieve a certain objective. The excerpt 
below taken from the entire transcript of the event showed how the children were told 
to repeat after the supervisor, whether they (dis)agreed or understood what they were 
saying (c/f safetalk, Chick, 1996). 
Supervisor Say after me, ok, …when there’s someone else…(children repeat)  1 
 who is saying something (children repeat) 2 
 That I need to hear (children repeat) 3 
 If I’m easily distracted it will not be very clear(children repeat) 4 
 I must listen very closely to the things they have to say(children 
repeat) 
5 
 I will choose to be attentive (children repeat) 6 
 Every hour every day(children repeat) 7 
 
Repetitive actions were used throughout the event in the supervisor’s endeavour to 
highlight the importance of being attentive. In particular, after her story, she 
reinforced her message to the children by singing the song once again, while the 
children obediently followed. However,  this did not necessarily facilitate learning 
since these types of sequences of interaction (e.g. taciturnity and chorusing after her 
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supervisor) were usually performed under duress, to avoid, for instance, being called 
upon (as Caleb was) or rebuked and embarrassed in front of everyone else (see lines 
8-10 Appendix 11).  
 
With the flow of direction being primarily one-sided (emanating from the supervisor), 
the event between the supervisor and the children also bore resemblance to ‘safetalk’, 
defined by Chick (1996) as a form of practice that ensures the lesson developed along 
predetermined lines and that opportunities for the children to raise issues or ask 
questions were in fact, few (see lines 15-17 when Matthew interrupted and asked a 
question). As Horneberger and Chick (2001) have shown through the analysis of 
classroom interactions, learners who engage in recitation routines show little 
understanding of the academic knowledge being constructed. In this event, the 
children were in fact socially orientated to understanding what is acceptable in the 
classroom, for example, when they wanted to speak up, they would need to raise their 
hands, or when the teacher was speaking, no one else should talk. If these actions 
were to take place, then the ‘students’ would have expected some form of physical or 
verbal rebuke. For example, the next excerpt below shows the supervisor who was in 
the middle of a dialogue, catching Caleb looking around; to indicate that she is 
watching him, she casually called out his name midway into her sentence and pointed 
him out to the rest. It is also significant to note the smooth, natural way the supervisor 
rebuked Caleb, by interspersing his name into her conversation, as if by doing so, she 
signalled to the children that although they might not be aware, they were in fact, 
always under scrutiny. Like Foucault’s notion of the panopticon, this form of 
‘disciplinary power’ (Foucault, 1975) subjects the children to domination since they 
do not possess the necessary capital. 
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Ok, we’re going to start the song. This song tells us that showing 8 
the worth of a person is by giving full attention to them, but if, 9 
say, Caleb is looking outside there (Caleb was looking around), 10 
do you think it’s very attentive? The story of the deer…now one 11 
 
7.4 Devotion with Chris 
The second religious event included in this chapter is a session with Chris. While this 
second religion-related event once again attempts to draw our attention to the subject 
of domination, the approach to tell a story from the Bible  was different compared to 
the supervisor’s  literacy event, including the children’s rapport and reactions towards 
Chris. 
 
7.4.1 Introducing Chris 
Chris is an affable Chinese man in his late 30s who runs his own private business. 
Having been a volunteer at the home for the past year, he had established a 
relationship with the children and they addressed him as ‘Uncle Chris’. Although he 
had limited experience in dealing with children, his approach was somewhat gentle, 
yet firm, possessing an air of authority which the children in the home recognised and 
respected whenever they met him. One reason for this could be his work experience 
as a businessman who had his own business and was successful in his own right (he 
had a big car and intrigued the children with stories of his personal live).Another 
reason could be his weekly visits (during the weekends) which comprised outings, 
basketball practice at the nearby neighbourhood basketball court, and an ice cream 
treat or lunch at Pizza Hut. As weekends were usually reserved for outings with the 
foster parents (those who had foster families), Chris would go out with those who 
either did not have a foster parent or had been left behind for some reason or other. 
Sometimes, he visited the home on a weekday, in the evenings after work – on these 
occasions, he conducted devotion sessions. The children also took advantage of his 
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visits to ask for help with their schoolwork before the start of the devotion sessions, 
and he never failed to oblige them. While Wai Leng and the other volunteers had 
specific functions or duties to perform when visiting the home, such as telling stories 
or tutoring, Chris tried to meet the home’s needs, by, for example, standing in for an 
absent volunteer or conducting a session on behalf of the supervisor. For this 
particular session, he  had just arrived for a social visit on a Tuesday night (which was 
usually devotion night with Paul, another regular volunteer), but due to Paul’s last 
minute cancellation, Chris was asked to step in to conduct the session. 
 
7.4.2 Reading a story from the Bible 
Chris did not usually conduct devotion sessions, although there had been occasions 
when he was asked to replace the regular volunteer (in charge of the devotion events) 
who had to cancel a session because of  work or other personal commitments. The 
main text for these sessions was the Bible, and depending on the person conducting 
the sessions, the passages used during the sessions varied accordingly. As no prior 
preparations were made for that particular night’s session, the children were asked to 
unanimously decide on a story from the Bible which they would like him to read. 
After deciding on the Creation story, Chris asked each child to read aloud a paragraph 
each, however, they hesitated and refused to do so. A lot of coaxing was needed to get 
the children to read and pray, until Chris finally took charge and decided on the order 
for the children to follow in taking turns to read and pray. The event below describes 
the devotion session between Chris and the children, the transcript for this event is 




Time Event Actors, actions, and interactions 




























































































• Chris starts the session with a chat while waiting for all 
the children to gather around. When everyone is there he 
asks the children to choose a song to sing.95 The children 
are all seated on the floor, while Chris is on the 3-seater 
sofa96, with a guitar.   
 
• After the worship session, Chris requests for someone to 
say a prayer before the Bible reading begins. He asks 
“Okay, ,somebody wants to pray?”(Line 1) Nobody 
volunteers, so he decides, “We’ll start from my right on? 
Kristina?” Kristina is called to pray since she’s seated by 
his right. After she finishes the prayer, all the children in 
unison say ‘Amen”. 
 
• Chris asks the children to lend him a Children’s Bible 
which is an illustrated version of the Bible. All the stories 
are summarised and told in story form and usually  
accompanied by coloured pictures. 
•  He flips through the pages and starts from the beginning 
of the book which talks about the Creation of Man. 
Unsure whether the children have heard of this story 
before, he asks them “ok, have you all done any of these 
before?”(Line 4) and the children shake their heads and 
give a resounding “no”.(Line 5) 
• He decides to go with the Creation of Man story and asks 
the children if they would like to hear that story, “Ok, 
we’re going to start with this one ok? Looks interesting. 
How about the story of creation?”(Line 10) The children 
agree and say “Ok”. 
 
 
• Chris then asks the children each to read a paragraph 
aloud. “Ok, everybody, read one paragraph, loud and 
clear, slowly”.( Line 12)(at this point, the children were 
talking among themselves and not paying attention) 
• He tries to capture their attention…“Everybody, 
quiet…”(Line 13) 
• Gaya starts but she has to be prompted by Chris often for 
words which she cannot pronounce or understand.  
• Nearly all the children get an opportunity to read, except 
for Reuben97. Matthew is asked to read the whole story 
after the rest of the children have finished their 
paragraphs.  
                                                 
95
 This is called ‘worship’, a part of the session where songs of a religious genre are sung, accompanied 
by some musical instruments (if any). If the songs possess a fast tempo, the clapping of hands usually 
accompany the songs. 
96
 See accompanying photograph in Appendix 6 (a) and (b) 
97
 Reuben was not called to read because he cannot read. Caleb was not present as he had already been 







































• Chris asks questions after the reading. Most questions 
had answers which could be obtained from the story. 
Some questions were not from the story and the children 
had to rely on their outside knowledge to answer. For 
example, he asked the children “who made you and 
I?”(Line 22) and they answered “God” (Line23), 
although the story just talked about God making Man. He 
also asked the children “who is our Heavenly Father?” 
(Line 26) and they answered “God”.98 (Line 25) 
• This sequence lasts for a while because the children get 
involved in a discussion with Chris99. The children are 
very relaxed with him, often making jokes and laughing.  
 
• After the questions and answers, Chris suggests that they 
sing before the children pray. The children choose one 
song which they are familiar with. 
• The session closes with the children each saying a prayer 
for a specified person, such as Chris, the researcher and 
Ruth, the supervisor, and each other. Some children 
needed to be prompted when saying their prayer; others 
were so quiet that it was almost impossible to hear what 
they were saying. Once again, Chris had to ask the person 
sitting by his right to start. However, the children all 
knew how to say “Amen” at the end of every prayer.  
• Once again, the prayers were similar to what is said by 
the grown ups, with the children using words like 
“bless”, “protect” and praying that God would protect 
Chris and “grant Uncle Chris journey mercies” as he 
drives back to his home that night.   
 
 
Before the session, whilst waiting for the others who were delegated specific duties 
that evening such as sweeping the floor or washing the dishes, the children  who were 
already seated on the floor  began to  engage in small talk  with Chris. They were 
seated on the floor, while Chris sat on the couch; however, there was not much spatial 
difference between them since the children sat so close that they almost sat at his feet. 
As he was familiar with them, the conversation was light, with the children recalling 
the day’s events; what happened at school, and their plans for the coming school 
holidays. Later, everyone settled down and the session began, with each child holding 
                                                                                                                                           
98
 This is a Christian doctrine which teaches the believers that God is the Father of all creation, a third 
of the Holy Trinity – The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
99
 Refer to Appendix  12 for full tape transcript of the session 
 181
a copy of the Bible. Before the Bible story telling began, Chris asked the children to 
choose a song to sing and the children eagerly picked a song from a book which 
Carmen had compiled.100 After worship, Chris asked for volunteers to say a prayer but 
the children did not respond until finally he had to ask someone. Unlike the session 
with the supervisor, here, Chris did not command; rather, he seemed to have requested 
(Lines 1-3). The exchange between both parties showed that on the other hand, a 
request had elicited little response; no one wanted to volunteer; instead, they giggled, 
cajoled one another and on the whole, tried to avoid being called. During the session,  
(which I could not capture through the use of transcript), the children were actually 
looking down at the floor, nudging one another or simply pretending not to hear the 
request until Chris called someone to pray. 
 
The children’s social positioning could be attributed to a few factors. Firstly, Chris 
did not possess the necessary capital that the supervisor possessed i.e. as the home’s 
primary decision maker. Secondly, he seemed to encourage a participatory and non-
hierarchical social structure that was non-threatening. Participant structures were 
observed in the allocation of turns, through which the children were allowed to speak 
freely.  
 
In this event, the children were active, gave opinions voluntarily and spoke their 
minds freely. From the transcript, it was obvious that the children shared a 
comfortable rapport with Chris, and he, on the other hand, did not reprimand them, 
even when they answered his questions with cheeky retorts or misbehaved (Lines 37 
onwards).  However, although on the front, it seemed as if they had the ‘run of the 
                                                 
100
 Singing is an activity which the children enjoy very much, and often they can be found in groups of 
twos or threes, gathering around Carmen’s book, singing.  
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event’ and were allowed the freedom to speak, Chris was in fact still in charge and his 
authority showed through his non-compromising stance when it came to the teaching 
from the Bible. In the context of  Zinsser’s study (1986), she discovered that ‘because 
the Bible was taught as ‘the word of God’, children were not encouraged to think 
speculatively about the stories, to supply additional details out of their own 
imaginings, or to suggest alternative endings.’ To concur with Zinsser’s study, the 
flow of conversation in the event did in fact prove that the children were discouraged 
to speculate or give differing opinions about the story, or to supply additional details 
out of their own imaginings, or to suggest alternatives, as the Bible was considered to 
be ‘the Word of God’ and could not be questioned. As a result, although the teaching 
strategies or approaches were different, the children were, in fact, not allowed to offer 
alternative answers when answering questions. In fact, with his mild mannerisms and 
open approach, Chris was very firm when it came to accepting alternative answers 
that differed from what was found in the Bible. Note how the children sometimes 
tried to get a little ‘cheeky’ and purposely disregarded Chris and made jokes in a sort 
of ‘mocking’ form which proved that they were not afraid of him (unlike the 
supervisor.)  
Gaya Eh, last time the snake can talk one ah? 48 
Chris (Ignores her) What did the snake say to Eve? 49 
Gaya There, eat this, its very nice (said in a very teasing manner) 50 
Children Good, you can get clever 51 
 
When he said, ‘serpent’, they agreed but also insisted on using their own word, 
‘snake’ and Gaya asked if snakes could talk in the past (although she knows the 
answer), as if to make another joke101.  
 
                                                 
101
 Refer to  Appendix 12  Lines 43-50  
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7.5 A comparison of both religious events 
Literacy practices for devotion purposes primarily focused on three specific areas: 
pre-reading/reading skills, oral language development, and the introduction or 
reinforcement of religious and/or cultural values. Both teachers, the supervisor and 
Chris, often utilised similar instructional methods based on foundational beliefs, 
supported by scriptures from the Bible and perpetuated in the home. Expectations of 
the children to understand, be informed and obey were high and the children were 
expected to respond appropriately. In order to ensure that the children met these 
expectations, both teachers seemed to display strong, although,  differing methods, 
accomplished through the structure of the lessons, repetition, and unique or 
individualised responses to questions or mistakes. Common methods included 
ensuring that facts from the Bible were not compromised or distorted, and that the 
lessons’ objectives were carried out. 
 
For both events, transcripts were used to highlight the different ways each adult 
approached the lessons. Another important aspect in showing the social network and 
how this could be related to the issue of power for both parties (adults and children) 
was the different spatial arrangements. From the transcripts above, it was obvious that 
both teachers approached their lessons differently. The supervisor, who held the floor, 
controlled the activities while the children were mere submissive participants, unable 
to have the opportunity to choose if they wanted to participate in any of the activities. 
Chris, on the other hand, opened up the floor to the children, who were able to speak 
freely, behaving as they pleased. However, the differences ended here, because 
ultimately, ideologies, doctrines, or specific messages were taught and Biblical truths 
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were not compromised or open for discussion, while responses which strayed from 
the text were not accepted or discussed.  
 
The events discussed above revealed different approaches to teaching religion- related 
literacy to the children. While the children were obedient, quiet and submissive with 
the supervisor, with Chris, however, they were loud, boisterous and to an extent, 
defiant, especially when asked to pray or read aloud. With the supervisor who 
commanded and expected to be obeyed, the children were called together for her 
session and they immediately abandoned their personal activities and gathered in the 
living room. Chris, on the contrary, took a longer time to gather the children because 
they joked and laughed with him and one another, while taking time to walk about the 
home, looking for their Bibles.   
 
In Chris’s session, the children were less restrained in contributing to the event: the 
transcript shows ongoing conversation between them and Chris, which was interjected 
with jokes and light banter. They seemed to have less difficulty with what Mehan 
(1979) calls ‘students’ initiational rights’ – ways that students contribute to discourse 
– getting the floor, holding the floor, and introducing news. In contrast, in the session 
with their supervisor, the children appeared inhibited, and the conversational flow was 
unidirectional. However, while strategies employed in teaching differed, relations of 
power are apparent in both events, specifically when it came to getting the message of 
the lesson across to the children.  While it was more obvious who held the floor and 
was in charge during the session with the supervisor, Chris’s session displayed 
characteristics of power play, albeit in a more subtle way. In his session, questions 
were asked, and specific answers required; any other answers were either ignored or 
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corrected, and he never discussed wrong or inappropriate answers. Chris) dominated 
the discussion, albeit using a different approach.  Chris’ approach, stance and reaction 
is not unlike the Foucautian insights that regard power that is hidden as most 
effective, and can never be overlooked or underestimated and since everyone engages 
in power games there will be some people, groups and institutions who have greater 
power over others.  
Chris That’s good. What did He create on the first day? 29 
Gaya He create tree…? No… 30 
Kristina Light and darkness 31 
Chris Yes,  32 
Kristina Water 33 
 
However, he always confirmed certain answers which required formulaic answers 
such as “who is the Creator of mankind?” 
Chris Do you understand the story? Who made the world? 20 
Children God 21 
Chris Who made you and I? 22 
Children God 23 
Chris So who’s our Heavenly Father? 24 
Children God 25 
Chris What about out fathers and mothers here on earth? Who made 
them then? 
26 
Children God 27 
 
In his session, Chris ensured that although the children participated actively in the 
discussion, he got the message across to the children, amidst all the jokes, teasing and 
laughter. For this particular lesson, the message behind the story was the 
consequences of sin, and Chris continuously brought the children back on track to the 
message whenever they got distracted and started making jokes. 
Chris (Ignores her) What did the snake say to Eve? 49 
Gaya There, eat this, its very nice (said in a very teasing manner) 50 
Childre
n 
Good, you can get clever 51 
Gaya No 52 
Chris Yes 53 
Gaya Yes,  you become like God 54 
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Chris Yes, you can become like God 55 
Albert And then you can have a lot of money (G interrupts: No he didn’t 
say that) 
56 
Chris Ok, so why did the snake say that? 57 
Gaya Because he want the girl to shy (Michelle interrupts: No, disobey 
God) 
58 
Chris Yes, disobey God right? And then what happened when she took the 
fruit? 
59 
Albert Sin 60 
Matthe
w 
No! she gave it to Adam 61 
Chris Yes, so Adam also sinned right? 62 
 
Prior to Line 49, Gaya made a funny comment, resulting in the other children bursting 
out in laughter and becoming distracted. She, however, was not openly reprimanded 
by Chris who, instead, ignored her and brushed her comments aside (unlike the 
supervisor who reprimanded Caleb and Carmen for being distracted (Lines 10and 34). 
Chris’s uncompromising stance towards different opinions and interpretations of the 
Bible limited the children’s responses. Zinsser (1986) relates this uncompromising 
stance to the Bible being the word of God, and therefore not subject to debate. 
Although both adults used different strategies to discipline and teach, the outcome 
was similar: the children were not given opportunities to question or explore any other 
possible answers, as they had to abide by Biblical teachings, which were irrevocable.  
 
7.6 Summary 
Chapter Seven started off Part IV’s  primary aims, i.e. to provide the relevant answers 
to the study’s research questions. To recap, the questions sought firstly, to address the 
issue of how  relations of power impacted upon the home’s literacy practices and 
secondly, in the absence of parental involvement in the children’s literacy 
development, were there other adult mediators who could have played significant 
roles in  influencing the literacy development of the children. 
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As noted from the discussions in Chapters Two and Three,  forms of power did indeed 
impact upon literacy practices, even more so within an institutional context which 
comprised various social hierarchies. Chapter Seven sought to concur with the notion 
above by providing examples of decisions that impacted upon the daily literacy  
practices of the children, from the type of materials that were allowed in the home to 
the adults who conducted the literacy events, were made or decided by those in 
authority, for example the supervisor, since she had the appropriate capitals 
(Bourdieu, 1982) as the head in the home. On the contrary, the children had very little 
to say in these decisions, for example, in the choice of reading materials that they 
desired,  instead, they were expected to obey the decisions made, even if they were 
not in favour of these decisions. However, in what seemed to be attempts in ensuring 
that they were kept in the know of the latest books, songs and movies (which 
inevitably allowed them access to the various desired  social networks amongst other 
young people outside of the home, for example, in school), the children used 
strategies to retaliate and subvert the impositions made by the home’s supervisor in 
order to obtain specific literary needs. To cope  with forms of domination from the 
home’s authority, I used Goffman’s theory of performance (1959) to show how 
children ‘put on’ various performances according to different stages or scenes, 
depending on the main actor (whoever was in charge). These different practices and 
events inevitably, helped the children create or construct various identities as they put 
on ‘different faces’ and acted accordingly, as warranted in specific situations, in order 
to help them cope with the expectations of the adult ‘teachers’.  
 
In the events with both supervisor and Chris, the children managed to demonstrate 
their agency in literacy practices through opposing means; with the supervisor, they 
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kept silent and obeyed (silence can also be construed as a form of resistance, of 
defiance whereby the interlocutors consciously do not provide any form of verbal 
feedback or contribution to the particular conversation but instead choose to play non-
participatory roles). With Chris on the other hand, the children tried to be cheeky and 
made humorous comments on issues and topics in the Bible which were otherwise 
considered to be sacrosanct.  
 
The second focus of the chapter was that of non-parental involvement, specifically, 
how these adult played significant roles as mediators of literacy in the lives of 
children who did not live with their families. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 
the home’s daily activities included numerous tutoring sessions and visits from 
volunteers and visitors and these people played significant roles in the lives of the 
children, either as tuition teachers, foster parents, ‘big brother’, ‘big sister’, ‘uncles 
and aunties’. Also mentioned in Chapter Two, in both popular and scholarly literature, 
the bedtime story event was widely accepted as a natural way for parents to interact 
with their children at bedtime (Heath 1982). Studies by  Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) 
and  Mehan (1979) show that before the age of 2, the child is socialised into the 
initiation-reply-evaluation sequences which is repeatedly described as the central 
structural feature of classroom lessons of which the teacher will ask the question and 
the children will respond. Training in ways of responding to this pattern begins very 
early in the labelling mainstream parents and children (Heath 1982).   
 
Chapter Seven highlighted in particular, adult mediators simulating school-like 
environments that offered opportunities for social assimilation and understanding of 
the expectations in a formal learning environment. The experiences with the adults 
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exposed the children to a particular set of behaviours and expectations synonymous 
with appropriate classroom behaviour. Likewise, the children in the home were also 
trained to respond in this manner, for example, during the session with the supervisor, 
they learned that in order to get the ‘teacher’s’ attention, they were required to put up 
their hand and wait their turn if they wanted to say something. When they interrupted 
the ‘teacher’ the children were rebuked or reprimanded, thus realising the 
consequences of their actions which were not acceptable forms of behaviour in a 
classroom. This act of socialising the children was very important since many of them 
have not had much formal schooling prior to coming to the home, and even if some of 
them did, they were often not active participants in the classroom. Being in sessions 
with the volunteers gave the children the confidence to speak out as well as not to be 
afraid to give answers nor ask questions if they did not understand. As observed 
during the event with the supervisor, the children behaved appropriately; they were 
conscious of sociospatial arrangements, interruptions were kept to a minimal, and 
there was almost total obedience. On the other hand, the event with Chris allowed the 
children the opportunity to experience another form of learning, one that allowed the 
children to be in verbal correspondence with the teacher, thus providing them a 
communicative learning experience whereby the children were constantly 
interrupting, making jokes, laughing aloud. This form of learning could in fact help 
the children practice speaking up and out in front of a teacher, and help the children 
gain confidence to enquire when in doubt.   However,  although seemingly more 
perceptible to not confirming to the appropriate classroom behaviour,   Chris’s 
teaching was equally traditional as he continually repeated his lesson’s objective 
through different phrases and this process continued until the children fully 
understood the message he wanted to bring across.  
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Finally, while both events served one specific purpose, that was to teach the children 
certain Christian principles and doctrines, the different approaches and contexts  were 
examples of what Luke (2003) calls the new ‘hybrid practices’ of literacy. Both 
events, which comprised interactive teaching and learning amalgamated the formal 
and informal domains (the school, the home, the community and the church). The 
events were also carried out through various methods and approaches, for example, 
with the supervisor, a more formal learning environment was simulated, while with 
Chris, they were more casual and interacted more confidently. Methods of teaching 
also differed, with a mixture of classroom pedagogy, for example repeating, chanting, 
to reading our aloud and being prompted by the teacher. As such, the residential home 
is iconic of today’s literacy practices where teaching and learning situations take place 
not only within a formal school environment but also in the home or more informal 
settings, where  other mediators of literacy, besides trained teachers or the parents are 














LEARNING THE LITERACIES OF SCHOOL 
 
Because I go to school little bit can learn and then anywhere we all go we all big 
ready we all go anywhere we buy car, we all have a house and then we all look the 
sign board we all learn how to read like that and then people ask how your name, 
how you pick this car, how do you go to school and what work you do, no study 
cannot work.102 
          -Caleb- 
 
8.0 Introduction 
This chapter focuses on the active roles the children take in learning the literacies of 
school. Distinctly divided into two main sections, the first section unfolds to highlight 
interesting insights into the literacy practices of some children in the home. 
Observations of some children’s performances and linguistic constructions show the 
children’s learning being supported and  engaged through activities, ranging from 
playing school to attending story reading sessions where they performed and engaged 
in these activities by creating or re-enacting different social roles and identities for 
themselves.   
 
As this chapter explores school-related literacy, the second section of the chapter 
looks at the impacts of language and literacy in advancing or marginalising the 
interests of these children. In order to answer to the suggested assumptions that a 
person’s image projection is necessitated through their linguistic repertoires and how 
literate they seemed, the second section provides several perspectives gleaned from 
interviews with some children to the abovementioned assumptions.   
 
                                                 
102
 Quoted verbatim from Caleb in an interview with the researcher regarding the importance and 
consequence of going to school to learn. 
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8.1 The role of play  
Play is recognised as one of the most important contexts for child language, and all 
aspects of child development such as helping children to imagine different roles and 
expressing themselves (Gillen, 2003). Young children’s learning interactions outside 
of school occur within “organised, flexible webs of relationships that focus on shared 
cultural activities” (Rogoff, 1990: 97). Vygotsky (1967) wrote: 
 
Play for a child is a serious game, just as it is for an adolescent, although of 
course, in a different sense of the word; serious play for a very young child 
means that he plays without separating the imaginary situation from the real 
one (p. 17). 
 
Vygotsky, who was particularly interested in pretence play, realised that the act of 
creating an imaginary situation involves the creation of guidelines and constraints on 
the activity. In his view, situations were derived from perceptions made 
unconsciously about characters, roles, relationships and patterns of behaviour in real 
life. Play then, could not only be construed as leisure, but was, in fact, a form of 
initiation, acceptance or marginalisation into the social world of children. In fact, 
Goodnow, Miller, and Kessel (1995: 7) aptly considered the social world of children 
as “forceful and demanding”, contrary to the common view that it is innocent. 
Hatcher and Troyna (1993) surmised: 
Children do not necessarily confront each other as equals. On the contrary, 
they live in a social field structured by ideologies of gender, class, race, age, 
ability, and so on, which tend to position children unequally in relation to each 
other. (p. 123) 
 
 
Catherine Garvey (1977) in turn observed pairs of children playing and produced an 
account of the resources used in pretence play. Among them were roles and identities, 
which are assigned not only to the immediate participants, but also imagined others. 
When Goodwin (1987,1990) conducted ethnographic studies of African American 
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children playing outdoors in a Philadelphia neighbourhood, she discovered that during 
play, the children constructed their social worlds which provided “a rich arena for the 
development of proficiency in language, syntax and social organisation” (p. 141). In 
the midst of interaction with one another, children develop their notions of social 
class, gender-appropriate behaviour and sense of morality. In a more recent work on 
children at play, Pahl (2005) found that identities are re-fashioned in response to the 
process of playing computer games. Play, Pahl (2005) argued, accords children a 
space to engage with/in an ‘as-if’ universe.  
 
Although a range of play events have been observed and studied, I shall focus on 
three children for the types of desired outcomes to the issues the chapter addresses. 
One of the children whom I made specific reference to was Megala, the unpopular 8- 
year-old, usually ignored by the other children in the home. I will show how Megala 
took on various forms of social positions during different literacy events to illustrate 
how children appropriate literacy to obtain different roles or positions which were 
accordingly negotiated and/or formed in power relations. The events show how 
children create identities for themselves through positioning, taking on roles for 
specific purposes, in particular, to gain acceptance within specific social networks. 
Through play (Megala) and specific image projection (Caleb), by presenting 
themselves as possessing a wealth of language and literacy knowledge in the home 






8. 2 Megala and Reuben play school before ‘real class’ begins 
Introducing Megala… 
Megala is an unpopular child in the home, and constantly ignored by the other 
children. When she was given attention, it was more negative in nature: the 
supervisor, Alice, or Ruth would reprimand her for losing her school uniform, school 
bag, and books. She was known to be unhygienic, unkempt, and had very low literacy 
abilities. Megala was unpopular with the rest of the children in the home, the 
volunteers who taught her, and potential foster parents who abandoned all intentions 
of adoption after spending some weekends with her, citing reasons such as her 
untidiness. As a result, Megala was always involved in disputes with other children, 
especially when she wanted to join them during playtime, or when something was 
lost, since she also had the tendency to help herself to other children’s belongings.  
 
Moreover, Megala had two favourite pastimes: colouring and play (specifically, 
make-believe play). Interestingly, Megala would usually combine these two past 
times. On returning home from school, she would take out a book and pretend to 
draw. These drawings were  scribbles, “ just drawings, sometimes its just something 
not legible, she writes and she writes letters without any meaning,  sometimes she may 
be copying from the board but she’s copying a little bit here and a little bit there…” 
says the supervisor. While playing school (often on her own), she would construct 
sentences, recite imaginary stories from books by leafing through the pages, and tell a 





Since having just arrived at the home recently (less than a month), Reuben (two years 
younger than Megala) who had no prior formal schooling, was unable to read and 
write at all, in other words, he could not recognise the letters of the alphabets. He was 
also very easily distracted and hyperactive; moreover, he appeared to have very little 
interest in learning104.  His disinterest in books often led him to become a distraction 
to the rest of the children, especially when they were doing their homework, as he 
constantly ran around the tables, shouting, and making loud noises. Reuben, however, 
was hardly reprimanded by the older children, as he was the youngest grandson of 
Alice, the housekeeper. 
 
Reuben’s position in the home vis-à-vis Alice’s grandson accorded him status and 
authority which he exerted upon the others, including Megala. My observation 
indicated that Megala was the most ‘affected’ by Reuben’s bossiness, the other 
children formed alliances and would ‘look out’ for one another, leaving Megala with 
no playmates. Thus, Megala tried to stay in Reuben’s favour (and out of trouble with 
him [and even Alice]) by seeking his friendship and allowing him to dominate her. 
She would, for instance, serve him food at dinner. While the other children served 
themselves at table, Megala served Reuben (a gesture which depicted respect towards 
someone, for example, a wife for her husband, or even a maid for her employer).  
 
                                                 
103
 He was not introduced in Chapter 5 because Reuben joined the home 2 months after I started the 
fieldwork.  
104
 I had actually witnessed once when he was sitting at the work table, with his homework spread out 
in front of him and within a few seconds, he had fallen asleep on top of his book. 
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However, this act of subservience was apparent only in the home. In the following 
vignettes, we note an apparent reversal of this hierarchical relationship in both 
children’s social roles. 
 
8. 3 Inside the classroom 
For the Mathematics and Science enrichment classes, creative and playful ways were 
employed in teaching and learning; show and tell activities included exhibitions of life 
specimens such as an aquarium or science apparatus (telescopes and magnifying 
glass) and story telling.  Several times, the teacher, Sheila, would drive over to the 
home to pick up both Megala and Reuben for their weekly enrichment classes, 
resulting in both children arriving at the centre before classes began. While waiting, 
both children ‘entertained’ themselves, chatting with one another, or play acting. They 
would play school by enacting a scene from the classroom, reading aloud from a book 
by creating stories out of it, looking at the pictures (they both cannot read), and 
teaching writing on the whiteboard.  
 
The following excerpts105 were taken from the conversations during play and talk 
between Megala and Reuben. This fantasy play session, with both children taking on 
differing roles (Megala as the competent teacher and Reuben as the pupil), unfolds 
effortlessly with dialogues constantly changing direction as new reactions and moves 
are factored in. Although the motivation here seemed to be to pass time, for Megala, it 
was an opportunity to create additional roles. Reuben, on the other hand, socialised 
himself into the routines and rituals of ‘school’ as he was introduced to ‘classroom 
                                                 
105
 Discourses between the children are in italics. 
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discipline and etiquette’, from which he learnt that teachers should be respected, and 
that even if ‘lessons’ were boring, he had to pay attention and be of good behaviour.  
 
8.3.1 Vignette 1: Reading about dinosaurs106 
While the children were waiting for class to start, they listlessly wandered around the 
classroom, curiously touching the science apparatus and peering into the goldfish 
bowl and the books, neatly stacked in rows on the top of a cupboard that was easily 
accessible to a child who might be interested in reading. The book on dinosaurs 
seemed to attract them, probably firstly because of its size (outsized the other books), 
texture (hardback, easily to turn back and forth), and the pictures (clear, colourful, 
familiar). Secondly, topics on dinosaurs generated immense interest since at the time, 
movies on dinosaurs were screened in the local cinema and some volunteers had taken 
the children to watch them.  
 
Seated at a table, Megala and Reuben retrieved a book on dinosaurs from a shelf. She 
quickly took charge of the book and made Reuben sit down (she put her hand on his 
shoulder and slightly pressed it to make him sit down in the chair and then she took 
her place next to him and made him listen to her read.)  The short excerpt between 
both children below shows Megala putting on an act by creating a literate personality 
and pretending to read from a book which, consequently, captured the attention of the 
audience (Reuben).   
Megala (Turning to the first page) Ok, are you ready? I am going to read this 
story now. (uses her finger and trails under the sentences as her tutor 
would do during reading events). Look, this picture…Hello baby 
dinosaur how  are you today? (Turning to the first page) Look, this 
picture…Hello baby dinosaur how are you today? I am fine mother 
dinosaur… 
1 
 (Turns to Reuben ) See the mother dinosaur… 2 
                                                 
106
 See Appendix 6 (c) for picture 
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Reuben (Looks at her admiringly and points at the words under a picture of a 
dinosaur) What she do Megala? She eat ah? 
3 
Megala No, no, look here, the mother dinosaur say, good morning baby 
dinosaur, you want to come to the house? 
4 
Reuben Megala, see …why the baby dinosaur this colour? 5 
Megala Because he is small lah, like that also you don’t know ah? 6 
Reuben Oh…why he small? 7 
Megala Because he never go with his mother and want to eat lah…Reuben, 
you see this picture (turns to a later section of the book) 
This one is the father dinosaur…he say “auhm”, he very fierce… 
8 
Reuben (Looks at her with wide eyes, intrigued by her flow of story)  
 Auhm…auhm…I want to eat you!  
(Turns to another page) See Megala, why this one is blue ah? 
9 
Megala (Putting on a very learned  and interested manner looks at the page)  
 Because he is cold… 
10 
Reuben (Eyes opened wide with admiration  stares at her and goes…) Oh… 11 
 
Megala continued to turn to more pages, and made up dialogues of the pictures in the 
book as she went on. Later into the event, Reuben became agitated and impatient, this 
lead Megala to hurriedly redirect his attention towards the task at hand. She 
accomplished this when she changed the focus of the story, and moved on to the later 
section of the book. She also interspersed her reading with slight reprimands to 
accommodate or consider Reuben’s lack of interest and to change her reading 
presentation. Punctuating her reading with reminders to pay attention, for example, 
she would exclaim, “don’t lah, look here, I teach you this one”… or  tried to help him 
refocus by creating an exciting scenario and changing the tone of her voice or the 
storyline, such as “Reuben, see here, see this dinosaur…auhm…auhm…”. As 
expected, Reuben had to pay attention to her relentless pursuit of playing the role of a 
competent reader, until she herself became bored with the role and dispensed with the 
book when her attention was drawn to another object in the classroom.  In return, 
Reuben learnt that there were rules to follow (even in the world of play); for example, 
in a classroom, when the ‘teacher’ is teaching, the student is required to pay attention. 
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A second point to note in this event is the appropriation of literacy: in this case, 
Megala used the book as a cultural artefact (Holland et. al., 1998) in improvising her 
identity and positioning herself as a reader. Like some of the other children in the 
home, for example, Caleb who used the timetable to show off his reading abilities, 
artefacts functioned as tools for literacy.  Engaging in a pretend play, Megala created 
a stage for herself by positioning herself as a skilled reader and transformed the floor 
(with Reuben as the audience) through peer orienteering. By narrating a story with 
interesting details, Megala managed to hold his attention and turned Reuben into a 
highly appreciative audience.  
 
8.3.2 Vignette 2: Writing on the whiteboard 
The ‘reading’ event drew to a close when Megala’s attention was diverted towards a 
magnifying glass at the corner of the classroom. Interested, she walked to it and 
started to examine the object. Soon it became obvious that she had become bored 
(also, Reuben had left her alone to her own devices) and she decided to continue with 
playing school again. Running to the white board in front of the class, she once again 
managed to engage Reuben in her play acting. Meanwhile, Reuben sat at the table to 
observe her, ready for another ‘game’.  Walking up to the whiteboard in the front of 
the class, she took up a marker pen and slowly wrote her name ‘Megala’, all the while 
aware that Reuben was watching her closely. After writing her name, she asked 
Reuben to repeat what she had written on the board (once again, taking on a very 
teacher-like manner). Unable to read, he looked to her for guidance. 
Megala (Takes the pen and points to each alphabet) What is this? See, what I 
write here? 
1 
Reuben Dunno 2 
Megala (Proudly points to the word she’s written) Ah…what is my name  
Reuben? 
3 
Reuben Megala. 4 
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Megala Yes, correct; (points to the word she has written on the white board) 
this one is Megala. 
5 
Reuben (obediently repeats after her) Megala 6 
Megala Writes Reuben’s name down but spells it incorrectly) Now, this one  
is…? 
7 
Reuben (Looks at her with a blank look on his face) 8 
Megala (speaks in a jeer) You don’t know? Your own name also you don’t 
know  ah? (gives a dramatic sigh) Reuben lah, this one is your name I 
write here…  
9 
Reuben (beams at the sight of his name written on the whiteboard) Oh…, 
Reuben, this one is my namelah 
10 
Megala Ya lah, I teach you write your name ok? 11 
 
In this event, Megala’s teaching tools were the whiteboard and marker pen, as 
similarly used by Sheila, the other volunteers, and the teachers. The event started with 
a question (Line 1) where she wrote the letters of the alphabet that made up her name- 
M-E-G-A-L-A; and as if she was trying to gauge his level of understanding of the 
alphabet, she asked him to call out the letters. When he was unable to provide her 
with answers, she tried to scaffold his ‘learning’ by providing clues, “what is my name 
Reuben?”(Line1). When Reuben understood what she was trying to ask of him (Line 
3), she acknowledged with words of encouragement (Line 5). It appeared the aim of 
this event was to teach Reuben how to ‘spell’ his name, a feat which she could 
accomplish only through play acting since in reality, she too, had trouble with the 
processes of reading and writing. In the event, Megala, playing the role of the teacher, 
tried to scaffold his reading with  positive strategies such as providing clues in order 
to help him guess the word on the board and encouraging him.  
 
Although both vignettes showed the children at play, the transactions that took place 
revealed Megala employing a series of intricate and finely-tuned strategies to support 
Reuben’s reading as he struggled with the texts. In the first vignette, the supportive 
‘scaffold’ was almost total, with Megala providing almost every word for Reuben. In 
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the second vignette, she allowed him to make guesses and provided cue ins for him. 
Among the cue ins were to listen and repeat (where Reuben repeated word by word 
after Megala), tandem reading (Reuben echoed Megala’s reading) and making 
informed guesses (Megala provided clues) and ‘chained reading’ (Reuben read a few 
words and Megala  provided or corrected words which he could not understand). 
 
8.4 Observations of both events  
In her imaginary  role as the teacher, Megala unknowingly became a peer mediator by 
performing specific acts of literacy for Reuben. It is notable that in spite of play acting 
the role of a teacher in an imaginary school, the actions were executed by with much 
seriousness and that the roles of teacher and learner wee clearly defined and not 
negotiable. Megala’s insistence on accuracy whilst reading, with Reuben playing the 
attentive student (audience) clearly showed both children acknowledging the 
seriousness of learning, even in play.  These unsupervised play scripts also provided 
valuable insights into how children appropriated literacy in order to empower 
themselves by creating desired identities, which were otherwise uncommon in their 
everyday lives.  
 
These literacy events gave rise to a play environment with both children ‘practising’ 
formal literacy for example, reading aloud and learning how to write their names. The 
sessions allowed them (Megala, in particular) to experiment with language, test the 
boundaries of reality and explore her world non-threateningly. Literacy also enabled 
Megala to empower herself by creating the desired identity which the other children 
in the home seemed to possess. In the school game, we are able to recognise the 
routines of school; Megala practiced familiar routines and sequences and displayed 
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considerable confidence. Further, it would seem that when given the opportunity to 
make choices and talk freely in a stress-free environment, Megala was able to move in 
and out of roles while widening her repertoire of ‘literacy actions’ accordingly. 
 
Playing the role of a teacher in a make-believe classroom was an important tool for 
Megala, as she moved between the real and imaginative world of learning literacy and 
constructed identities outside the boundaries of reality. To make sense of the world, 
she appeared to derive satisfaction not only from the ability to imitate her teachers, 
but also from make-believe plays which provided her with “unlimited access to the 
exciting world of adults” (Smilansky, 1990:19). Thus, Megala incorporated both 
elements of real life (from observations of her teachers both in school and during 
sessions with the volunteers have informed her own ‘teaching’ strategies as she 
‘teaches’ Reuben how to read and write her and his name) and fantasy (that she had 
the literacy skills and knowledge [when, in fact, she did not]).  
 
In her role as a teacher, she imitated her tutors when reading to the children. Usually, 
they would point to the pictures in a book and use their fingers to draw the children’s 
attention to the words/spelling.  However, because she was hardly able to read, she 
made up a story based on pictures familiar to her from prior experience (e.g. her 
outing to the cinema with the other children to watch the movie on dinosaurs). 
Instead, sentences were made up and a storyline created; as she read, for example, on 
one page, with the writer describing the legs of the dinosaurs, “My legs are long and 
strong…” Megala would point to the picture and trail her finger along the sentence 
(imitating her tutor who comes in once a week to teach her reading) and read it as 
“How are you, dinosaur?” Not knowing the difference, Reuben would allow her to 
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complete reading almost the book. Halfway through, she would stop and command 
Reuben to repeat after her. For example, on one page, where there was a picture of 4 
dinosaurs, Megala told Reuben to repeat “I have four babies”. As expected, he 
obediently repeated after her “I have four babies”.  She then proceeded to praise him 
(once again, an imitation of her tutor), “Yes, correct, clever.”   
 
She also performed the role of the teacher by using distinct speech patterns such as 
asking questions, correcting mistakes and giving encouragement (which is a common 
practice amongst the tutors who come to the home). Other strategies used to make this 
‘teacher’ role real involved her constant issuing of instructions and praises as well as 
writing on the whiteboard in order to suggest that she knew what she was doing. 
Throughout the play acting, Megala performed the role of a teacher very well and 
seemed at home with this ‘new’ identity. Megala demonstrated her knowledge of 
teaching strategies as she gave direct instructions, encouraged participation, provided 
demonstrations, while giving encouraging remarks in this play acting. Reuben, on the 
hand, looked impressed and co-operated with her. 
 
The complexity of Megala’s dialogues and strategies necessitated considerable skills 
in planning and negotiation. For example, she accomplished the role of a teacher by 
employing metacommunicative devices such as prompting, scaffolding, and 
encouraging. In addition, she had to keep track of her role as a teacher while Reuben 
remained as the audience; and although this seemed to be “an effortless blending of 
multiple levels of representation” Williams (2004), it, in fact, required an 
understanding of roles, in this case the context of school and classroom behaviour. 
Indeed, both excerpts above certainly suggest this might be so, with Megala 
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demonstrating her knowledge of certain procedural rules of a classroom, as expected 
of a teacher. Creating a floor to facilitate specific fronts, she used bodily gestures, 
facial expressions, and speech patterns (Goffman, 1956) to play the role of a literate 
person, first as a reader, then a writer cum teacher.  
 
In attempting to present what she considered a favourable image of herself, she 
employed what  Goffman (1959: 84-87) refers to as ‘impression management’, which 
is a portrayal of everyday life as a series of social interactions in which a person is 
motivated to ‘sell’ a particular image to others. The primary goal of impression 
management is to project a particular identity to increase the likelihood of obtaining 
favourable outcomes from others in particular social situations.  Both vignettes 
showed Megala attempting to take on different roles or creating social positions which 
accorded her a higher social status. Using texts as the broker to mediate a relationship 
of power between herself and Reuben, Megala became the main actor, the person who 
expected attention and respect. Reuben, on the other hand, took on the role of the 
subservient party, unlike his usual self where he would be the one in command 
(especially towards Megala). Here, in the classroom, waiting for the teacher to begin 
class, Reuben seemed to realise that Megala was the only one in the room he could 
communicate with, in the absence of Alice and the other children. 
 
In playing school, Megala was made to believe that she possessed better reading skills 
than Reuben and could use this ‘ability’ to show that she was better than him, as 
exemplified in the two vignettes. In the first vignette, Megala pretended that she could 
read from the book on dinosaurs. Megala, in other words, exemplified an image which 
Bell (1984, 1997) calls ‘identity projection’, designed for, and, in response to different 
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audiences (in this case, Reuben). She became the ‘apt reader’ and played this role by 
imitating the appropriate gestures and actions of the tutors who taught the children 
how to read. And because he was unable to read, he reacted by supporting her actions, 
assuming that she knew the story in the book. Her background knowledge about 
dinosaurs also helped in this charade because she was able to draw on the knowledge 
gained from the movie, and put it into action, especially when Reuben asked 
questions and gave incorrect answers.  
 
The dialogues between both children also presented Megala in a more superior 
position since in that enactment Megala possessed the desired capital i.e. being 
literate. By ‘providing feedback to the audience’, she inevitably created a reputation 
for herself. From her linguistic choices, she appeared condescending, in particular, 
when she had to clarify a question, and in response, impatiently shook her head and 
said “no, no”. She also berated Reuben whenever he failed to understand a question. 
Further, she had the prerogative to choose if she wanted to entertain his enquiries; for 
example, when he asked her what dinosaurs ate, she ignored the question, choosing 
rather to talk on another subject regarding the dinosaur. This could be construed as a 
snub, once again an act to show one’s social position, which Megala is all too familiar 
with in the home where the social roles are reversed. 
 
As Bourdieu (1977) has stated, when a person speaks, the speaker wishes not only to 
be understood, but to be ‘believed, obeyed, respected, distinguished.’ However, the 
speaker’s ability to ‘command’ a listener can depend on the symbolic power relations 
between the interlocutors. In the confines of that room, the reversal of power relations 
between the two children allowed Megala to “impose reception” (Bourdieu, 1977).  
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The tone with which she answered ‘no no…” was slightly impatient, a tone which she 
was very familiar with whenever she attended study sessions, because the tutors 
sometimes used that tone of voice with her. In the second vignette, Megala continued 
to place herself in a higher position; it seemed that she was more knowledgeable than 
Reuben since she could ‘read and write’. Megala also took her own decisions 
whenever she felt bored; Reuben was not consulted, if she wanted a change in 
activity.  
 
Two important points can be gleaned from both vignettes above. Firstly, play acting 
the role of mediator enabled Megala to create identities usually associated with capital 
and power; the literate person is one who will be popular, always in charge and 
respected by others. From the home’s ‘reject’, Megala transformed herself into a 
respectable figure (the teacher). Play, as Pahl (2005) argued, provided her with the 
opportunity to engage in an ‘as-if’ universe and through the re-fashioning of identity 
(Pahl, 2005), Megala managed to elicit the desired reactions from Reuben. Secondly, 
Reuben, by co-play acting the role of a student acknowledged her actions and 
provided her the attention and to some extent, respect, which she would otherwise 
lack from living in the residential home.  The two vignettes in fact highlighted 
Megala’s appropriation of literacy which she brokered to create forms of identities for 
herself in order to obtain status which she would never have held; in other words, she 
re-fashioned her identity in response to the process of play acting school. Power 
relations, resulting from the representation of social standings in the home, became a 
catalyst for identity negotiations when the two children realised they needed to 
construct different identities in order to facilitate their social positioning outside of the 
institution (home).  As a result, Megala, who was often ignored in the home suddenly 
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became important. Similarly, Reuben in a different social position from his usual one 
in the home, had to listen and obey her in order to be assured of her companionship 
and support in the midst of other children who were not part of the community that he 
was used to.  In addition, he is also constructed as a student-participant, thus taking on 
a more positive image. 
 
In summary, the vignettes above provided Megala the space to perform these roles in 
order to practise the emerging sense of power; through her inventive pedagogy 
creative imagination, she was literally creating new worlds for herself and positioning 
herself in positions of authority. Megala had learned to take symbolic action. She 
‘made’ a cultural bridge between two vastly different worlds – one where she was an 
unpopular nobody and the other world where she became the reader, writer, and 
teacher. In the former world, she was looked upon with disdain, while in the latter she 
was accorded attention and respect. Megala, in fact, traversed social power boundaries 
and distances and positioned herself socially and staked her claim to respect and 
admiration from the one child who held one of the higher social statuses in the home. 
She also created for herself a respectable and much desired world that she would 
otherwise not be able to experience or obtain for that half hour before class began.  
 
From play acting, the following vignette describes a third school-related event 
between Megala and Caleb. Note, however, that contrary to the first two vignettes (of 
Megala and Reuben’s play acting before the start of class) Megala’s role in this 
learning process reverts to being the ‘student’; and it is Caleb who scaffolds her 
learning process this time round. Megala, on the other hand, had reverted to her role 
of someone to be guided when learning to read. In this vignette, we see ‘guided 
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participation’ (Rogoff, 1990; Stone, 1993) from Caleb as he helped her recall the 
letters of the alphabet, becoming impatient at her seemingly slow pace in recalling 
and recognising  them. This event also acknowledges the role of mediators who 
played essential roles in the literacy and language learning of the children and helped 
them gain access to ‘existing funds of knowledge’ (Gregory et al., 2004).  
 
In all vignettes, mentioned above and below, both Megala and Caleb took on roles as 
peer mediators, either in situations of play acting or real literacy events. Being peer 
mediators provided both children the opportunity to create desired images which they 
would not otherwise have had.  As mentioned in Part III, in the home, there were 
certain children who had earned reputation as readers and they were usually admired 
–this reputation was something that Caleb was very much aware of (from his 
interview in the next section). Because of his ‘inept’ literacy skills, he was 
‘differentiated or marginalised’. To make matters worst, he had to attend the classes 
with Megala, whom the other children considered to be slow, unmotivated and 
unpopular. From the researcher’s observation of the event narrated above, it appeared 
that Caleb’s action of publicly (and consciously) helping Megala was, in fact, meant 
to prove that he was indeed capable of helping another person’s learning process, and 
that he had the necessary literacy skills to do so. Thus, Caleb would have invented 
himself as someone who seemed to be far more literate than Megala and, at the same 





8.5   Reading with Caleb and Megala: Vignette 3107 
Besides Megala, Caleb (13 years old) was another child in the home who faced 
difficulty with literacy skills, specifically reading and writing. So, both children were 
put under the tutelage of Wai Ling, a volunteer who came to the home every Friday 
afternoon to help both children.  An advocator of home schooling and a trained music 
teacher, she combines literacy activities with music; for example, she teaches the 
letters of the alphabet through songs and pictorial aids. After more than two months of 
teaching the children, Caleb eventually learnt to recognize all letters of the alphabet 
while Megala was able to recognize some of the letters (A-P). Throughout the classes, 
Wai Ling greatly encouraged and offered positive reinforcement, whether the children 
recognised a letter correctly or not.  
 
Both children (Megala and Caleb) sat at the table in the living room, waiting eagerly 
for the lesson to start. Soon, the teacher, Wai Ling, started the class by taking out a 
stack of cards with pictures that had their corresponding letters of the alphabets. For 
example, the picture of an apple had the letter A. While flipping out each card, she 
would sing the Alphabet song, “A,B, C, D, E, F, G….” and alphabetically arrange the 
cards, 6 cards in one line. The children observed the teacher and the arrangement, and 
seemed like they were trying to memorise the sequence. Wai Ling then rearranged the 
cards and told Megala, “Now you try to arrange them like I did just now”. Megala 




                                                 
107
 There was no recorder dialog between Wai Ling and the children because Wai Ling specifically 
requested that recording not take place, if I wanted to observe the event. Short excerpts of discourse 
between her and the children were noted down in the notebook as examples to make certain points. 
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8.5.1 Observations of the event 
Researchers have investigated the ways that children and teachers appropriate 
resources from various contexts in learning activities (Gutiérrez et al., 1999; Solsken 
et al., 2000; Dyson, 2003). These works found that with the challenges and conflicts 
created, contradictions arose between resources from home and popular culture and 
school. These activities provided “third spaces or zones of development” (Gutiérrez et 
al., 1999: 286) with more equal practices and possibilities for learning. The reading 
event between the mediator and Megala and Caleb highlights the forms of 
scaffolding, guided participations as well as methods and materials used by a 
volunteer to create syncretism with learning. Furthermore, a non-threatening 
environment allowed both children to be comfortable and not afraid to make mistakes, 
with Wai Ling greatly encouraging and offering positive reinforcement, whether the 
children recognised an alphabet correctly or not. These factors could explain why the 
children seemed so enthusiastic every Friday while waiting for their teacher, Wai 
Ling.  
 
Throughout the lesson, the teacher constantly encouraged Megala, and used phrases 
such as “good, or “excellent” if Megala got a correct answer, and “try again” if the 
answer was wrong. As Megala still could not read and write, she would perform her 
given tasks very slowly,  patiently trying very hard to remember which letter went 
before the other one. These actions in return made the other learner, Caleb very 
impatient.  However, Caleb proved to be Megala’s source of help as she would  turn 
to him for assistance; and he in turn, would try his best to help her.  To avoid the 
teacher seeing him help Megala, he would nudge her leg under the table to attract her 
attention and when he had gotten it, would mouth the letter. After Megala had got the 
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answer from him, she would turn to the card and give an answer, whether right or 
wrong. Besides mouthing the letters, Caleb would also try to help Megala by giving 
her clues. For example, she would point to a letter and he in turn would say, “no” and 
shake his head. The stages of Caleb’s scaffolding Megala’s learning were as follows: 
listened and repeat (Megala listened to his prompting and repeated after him), tandem 
reading (Megala echoes Caleb’s reading) and giving clues (Caleb would provide clues 
for Megala to make guesses). 
 
While Wai Ling was the main mediator for Megala’s learning process, the second 
mediator in this event was Caleb. However, what was interesting though was that the 
learning process revealed another aspect of peer mediation as he helped Megala to 
provide correct answers; he seemed to use this role as a peer mediator to ‘show off’ 
his reading abilities. His actions would be what I called ‘two-pronged’.  As in a 
‘reciprocal dialogue’ (Ninio & Bruner, 1978), Caleb listened carefully to Megala, 
hinted at solutions to her miscues and tried to scaffold her learning. Caleb only 
stopped helping after the teacher admonished him, “Leave her alone, Caleb, let her 
try on her own”  and he gave another loud sigh and shook his head.  
Caleb Megala, look lah, see the letter…after P is what? 1 
Megala (looks up at him and slowly shakes her head) 2 
Caleb (Darts a look at the teacher to check if she is watching and then 
repeats in an almost whisper)… after P is what? (He then makes 
the phonetic pronunciation of the sound  of Q) 
3 
Megala Looks at him again, hoping that he will help her (she does not 
look to Wai Leng for help) and then tries to make guesses of 
which are wrong  and evidently, she does not know the letter 
4 
Caleb (begins to be impatient because he wants to have his turn. He 
shakes his head and sighs loudly as if he cannot believe Megala is 
still unable to guess the letter, despite his help and coaxing…. He 
repeats again the phonetic pronunciation of Q once more). Q…. 
5 
Megala Looks at him and repeats after him…Q… 6 
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Although this event highlighted peer mediation, Caleb’s other motive was not 
surprising since he had all this while been conscious of projecting a ‘learned’ image 
(also in Chapter 6.1.3 and Chapter 8.8.1). By mediating for Megala, he had  created a 
desired image of himself through her learning process. Using verbal and physical 
gestures, for example when she got ‘stuck’ and looked to him for guidance, he 
demonstrated his knowledge, and made known to others (in this case, the researcher 
who was observing) that he knew much more than her and that she was a novice. 
Ultimately, he came across as coveting the identity of a ‘reader, someone learned’.  
As he mentioned in an interview, being unable to read and write would be akin to 
embarrassing oneself in public, especially if one had to ask for, for example, 
directions, as he said, “when I(he)  go out, cannot ask people after we so shy”.  
 
Caleb’s actions to ‘save face’ is explained through sociologists Adler and Adler’s 
(1998) longitudinal study which examined peer groups of predominantly white, 
middle-class boys of ages eight to twelve in the United States. The report showed that 
among boys displaying traits such as toughness, troublemaking, domination, coolness, 
and interpersonal bragging and sparring skills was important for popularity. 
According to the study, boys conveyed the importance of being tough through joint 
storytelling and ritual insults;  insulting or humiliating others was an acceptable 
means of gaining or demonstrating higher status (Goodwin, 2003). In the case of 
Caleb, his impatience (repeated shaking of his head and sighing) denoted an attempt 
to project the desired image that he was clever, capable of helping a weaker student. 
Caleb’s past, and his present status in the home as the ‘tough guy’ contradicted his 
current social standing; to be in the same group as Megala was tantamount to being a 
‘loser’ or a ‘wimp’. Caleb’s overt actions (sighing, raised impatient voice) helped 
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lessen the fact that he, in fact, belonged to a similar category as Megala when it came 
to literacy skills. Caleb tried to use these sessions with Megala not only to show off, 
but also to project an image of being a ‘literate’ person.  
 
From his actions (trying to whisper ‘aloud’ the correct answer to Megala, sighing, 
shaking his head as if in disagreement, and nodding as if in agreement) in this 
particular literacy event, Caleb tried to project an identity of a ‘learned’ person. He 
likened being literate to having ‘prestigious knowledge’ as means to gain entry into 
desired “social networks and situations” (Heller, 2001) in the next section of this 
chapter. As Goffman (1957) says, ‘in everyday life, there is a clear understanding that 
first impressions are important.’ Caleb’s actions are explained through Goffman’s 
interpretation of how a person presents himself/herself: 
…when an individual appears before others, his actions will influence the 
definition of the situation which they have come to have. Sometimes the 
individual will act in a calculating manner, expressing himself in a given way, 
solely in order to give the kind of impression to others that is likely to evoke 
from them a specific response he is concerned to obtain.” (p 101)108 
 
Caleb seemed to have exaggerated his actions in helping Megala learn her letters in 
order to gain the researcher’s attention and draw attention to his state of learnedness. 
In doing so, others may be impressed by the individual’s efforts as in Megala’s case. 
Similarly, Megala’s efforts to present herself as someone who was able to read and 
write, received a reaction similar from Reuben, as illustrated in the previous vignette. 
With Caleb, literacy was an important means to gaining access to desired social 
networks, and if it meant trying to ‘show off’ in front of Megala in order to gain some 
form of admiration, or to hint to the researcher that he was indeed capable of reading, 
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 In Henslin, J (ed) Down to earth sociology: Introductory readings (7th Edition) 
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he would do so, even if in fact, he was not an accomplished reader (as proven through 
his performance in  school). 
 
In order to understand what it means to be considered ‘literate’ the second section of 
this chapter will essentially provide the reader with the voices of the informants 
themselves as they indicate or give personal insights as to what literacy skills, abilities 
and related events meant to them.  
 
8.6 The semiotics of language and literacy in identity construction 
The next section highlights the voices of three children and how they viewed 
language and literacy, and how these two aspects were deemed germane to forms of 
capital such as social status, job security, and self-respect. In attempting to learn of 
the material consequences of literacy (Luke, 2004), I focused on the taped interviews 
between a few selected children and myself in order to understand the notions of how 
they construct identity through literacy. Constructing narratives from the interviews 
provided valuable insights into understanding how the participants construct what 
they do according to which ideologies and values and the type of self-presentation or 
identity work they are currently engaged. 
 
8.7  Language learning and expectations 
With language featuring prominently in the communicative repertoires of the home’s 
residents and their day-to-day choices with regard to languages, dialects or varieties 
used for reading, writing or spoken communication, it was not surprising to find that 
these activities are in fact bound up with ideologies (Woolard, 1998; Blommaert, 
1999). Therefore, interviews with Caleb, Mei and Matthew were structured to glean 
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the necessary data from the children in order to provide individualised insights on the 
preferred choice of language and the reasons behind it. Note, however, that the 
opinions of all three children may not represent the overall home’s population 
although subsequent interviews with other children (not included here) bore similar 
themes and reasons. 
 
A widespread view in language learning and acquisition is that young children pick 
up English by osmosis (Crystal, 1987; Brown 1996). However, research has also 
shown that motivation plays an important role in the learning of a new or foreign 
language, especially when it concerns older learners, such as teenagers learning a new 
language/dialect to fit in with peers or adults learning a foreign language in a new 
country (see Ivanič et. al., 2006).  With identities constructed not only by one’s 
creative ‘self-making’ (Bartlett, 2005) but also by the perception of others, the 
examples below show how Caleb and Mei ensured they were equipped with what they 
thought were relevant literate skills (specifically, being able to speak in English and 
reading and writing) so that that not only would they be able to gain respect from the 
others in the home, but also ensure that they led lives which they considered 
successful.  
 
The English language, it seems, had been given a lot of attention in the home. Its 
prominence could have stemmed from either the supervisor’s own agenda that the 
children be proficient in the language or the children’s agendas to learn it for personal 
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purposes. Indeed, interviews with some of them show that they link learning the 
language to status (symbolic power109), identity and cultural capital110.  
 
As Heller (1987) explains, it is through language that a person negotiates a sense of 
self within and across different sites at different points in time, and it is through 
language that a person gains access to – or is denied access to powerful social 
networks that give learners the opportunity to speak.  In addition, according to West 
(1992), a person’s identity will shift in accordance with changing social and economic 
status.  
 
8.8 The story of Caleb and friends 
Caleb, as mentioned previously, was an interesting character; streetwise, he learnt to 
fend for his own at a very young age. Living with his grandmother in a plantation, he 
did not regularly attend school, and as a result, he was unable to read and write at the 
time he went to live in the home. Besides Tamil (the main language used to speak to 
his grandmother and the community in the plantation) he could speak a little Malay 
while English was a foreign language. Within the 2 months of living in the home, this 
13-year old boy, who had very little formal schooling, learnt to speak English and was 
at present able to  hold conversations in English with me, and others alike.  
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 …utterances are not only ( save in exceptional circumstances) signs to be understood and 
deciphered; they are also signs of wealth intended to be evaluated and appreciated and signs of 
authority intended to be believed and obeyed. Bourdieu, P. Language and Symbolic Power. Translated 
by Gino Raymond and Matthew Adamson. Edited by John B. Thompson Cambridge: Polity Press, in 
association with Blackwell, 1991. 
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 Bourdieu’s definition of capital includes the material things which may have symbolic value, for 
example, branded goods and things which cannot be ‘touched’ but have culturally significant attributes 
(e.g. prestige, status and authority) attached to them. 
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An extract of an interview below shows Caleb revealing his feelings about his 
inability to read and write and how this caused him embarrassment, especially when 
everyone else spoke the language and he could not, in particular, in the presence of  
volunteers.  In the excerpt, Caleb associated being literate and able to speak in English 
with attainment of social status and material wealth (Line 36). In a study by Cherland 
(1994), she found that the people of a particular town  where she conducted research 
on reading practices seemed to believe that literature constitutes ‘prestigious 
knowledge’ (Anyon, 1981) – the kind of knowledge associated with the advantages of 
the upper classes. Caleb, who tried hard to show that he could read111, just like the rest 
in the home coveted this prestige.   
 
8.8.1 Caleb’s reasons for speaking English112 
Firstly, he learnt to speak because he had to fit in with the others who could speak the 
language: “because I come this home I don’t know how to speak English, they all 
speak English” (Appendix 13 Line 20). Since the home consisted of children from 
various language backgrounds, speaking a common language was important to 
facilitate communication especially when a person wanted to be considered a member 
of a particular social group. Another excerpt below showed his linguistic choices, and 
that in order to ‘fit in’ he spoke English when necessary, and Malay on other 
occasions. Caleb expressed his ability to assimilate into different speech communities 
by carefully choosing the appropriate languages, as he stated in the excerpt below: 
Researcher In school can you speak bahasa? 1 
Caleb Ya 2 
Researcher So in school you talk English or bahasa 3 
Caleb English teacher come I talk English, bahasa teacher come I talk 
bahasa lah 
4 
                                                 
111
 See the following interview for Caleb’s views on reading, writing and speaking English. 
112
 See Appendix 13 for the full interview with Caleb. 
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Just as linguistic choices created and maintained power and solidarity; speakers could 
also use language to indicate social allegiances. Language as such was not only an 
instrument for the communication of messages, for example, in multilingual 
communities where each group has its own language that has a special meaning for 
that group, thus marking group identity. Each group thus, distinguishes itself with its 
language; and the cultural norms and values of a group are transmitted by its 
language. Group feelings are emphasized by using the group’s own language, and 
members of the out group are excluded from its internal transactions (Giles et al., 
1977). 
 
Secondly, the home’s supervisor who emphasised the importance of English, and tried 
to implement its usage, conceded, “in the home, English is the main medium of 
instruction.” Caleb was not the only person who considered speaking in English 
essential; the other children, from their choice of daily activities, also seemed to share 
a similar opinion. During interviews with them, they gave reasons why reading, 
writing and speaking English were important. Daily activities included reading books 
written in English in order to improve themselves; others practiced the language by 
speaking to one another, and the volunteers, visitors and the home’s staff.   
 
Caleb felt empowered when speaking in English because to him, being able to 
communicate effectively gave an impression of a learned person. It seemed to give 
him the idea that speaking English provided  him a respectable social position in 
society. For example, in the interview he said, “people all come talk with me English, 
I don’t know they think I never study” (Line 46). He also placed importance on 
literacy abilities so that “when I go out, can see mah, the words, cannot ask people 
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after we so shy” (Line 50). Inability to read and write was considered a hindrance and 
an embarrassment, especially if he had to ask strangers or members of the public for 
directions or help. Caleb was concerned with ‘having face’, a term used by Goffman 
to refer to the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line 
others assume he has taken during a particular contact. In the home, Caleb was looked 
up to as a ‘tai kor’113 because of his past (unlike the other children, he had learnt to 
earn a living for himself at a very young age. His independence and bravery in 
running away from home had also given some of the younger children cause to 
admire him). Thus, he took on this role with much relish, shouting orders at the 
younger children, walking around with hands in his pockets or clenched in fists, and 
whistling loudly.  
 
Given such ‘recognition’, Caleb understood the importance of portraying himself as 
not only someone important but also whom others could look up to.  As Stroud and 
Wee (2006) have suggested, the idea of style or image could be related to identity 
projection that is often constrained by the anticipated opinion of the audience (Bell, 
1984, 1997). As Bell (1997: 243) further points out, viewing style as audience design 
means that style is seen as being oriented to people, which means speakers design 
their style primarily for and in response to different audiences, even if they are not 
physically present. In Caleb’s case, he related speaking in English to being literate, 
and in order to present himself in this light, he ensured that he was ready to 
communicate in that particular language whenever there was opportunity. 
 
                                                 
113
 The word ‘tai kor’ means big brother in Cantonese, However, unlike the term which is linked to 
kinship and family, this term in Cantonese is usually used by gang members and has a negative 
connotation. The head of a gang or triad is often referred to as ‘tai kor’. 
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8.8.2 Mei equates the lack of language and literacy skills to an unsuccessful 
future114 
As mentioned in Chapter Five on the children’s background, Mei and her younger 
sister came to live in the home when their mother, a lorry driver, discovered that her 
workplace (which was also where the two sisters lived) had become a dangerous place 
because of the presence of male workers. The living conditions were not conducive 
for two young girls growing into adolescents; as a result, the sisters came to the home 
until their mother was able to provide them with “a more conducive environment.” 
As she explained in the interview, being unable to read and write was a source of 
embarrassment and discouragement to her. As a result, in order not to reveal her 
‘handicap’  for “ five and the half…, I was so new, I don’t know how to say, don’t 
know how to introduce myself to people, then I just know how to like very quiet.” 
(Line 5)  
 
Prior to coming to the home (unlike some of the other children) the sisters spoke 
Mandarin and Cantonese (Chinese dialects) and also attended regular schools. 
However, in the home, they found it difficult to communicate with the other children 
because of their lack of language skills, especially in English. Mei considered her lack 
of language skills as a source of embarrassment and a lack of correct social etiquette. 
For example, when meeting someone for the first time, she would consider English as 
the correct language to use (note that she could speak Mandarin and some Malay). 
She further surmised that speaking English was akin to belonging to a different 
category of speakers who come from a higher social class, such as the speakers in the 
home (the language most commonly used by the volunteers who comprise 
                                                 
114
 See Appendix 14  for interview with Mei Mei 
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Australians, British and Malaysians who were generally from the middle class). This 
perception of equating speaking English with being literate caused her to be 
apprehensive and, to an extent, inadequate (Line 5). As she did not know how to read 
and write, Mei decided that she would keep silent when being spoken to, especially by 
visitors. As a result of her lack of proficiency, Mei became self-conscious and felt 
inadequate.  
 
Mei also felt that reading, writing, and obtaining good results in examinations were 
important, as these provided the key to a good future; without these skills, she would 
not be able to chart a career for herself. She opined: 
Researcher Do you think reading and writing is important to you? 36 
Mei Ya 37 
Researcher Why? 38 
Mei Because if I don’t know how to write and read, I wont get 
good result and if I got big, I don’t know what to do, what 
ambition to do, then I have to learn 
39 
 
Mei also worked hard at improving on her language and literacy skills by asking the 
volunteers for help whenever she encountered difficult words or was unable to 
understand the text. She was determined to learn to communicate and acquire reading 
and writing skills in English because she considered literacy as opening a door of 
opportunity in her future: “if I don’t know how to write and read, I wont get good 
result and if I got big, I don’t know what to do, what ambition to do, ( L 39). To her, 
there was no option but to acquire the necessary skills; she equated literacy to 





8.8.3  Matthew’s reasons for learning the  English  language115 
Literacy and language appeared to be important tools for Matthew since he was 
constantly reinventing himself to accommodate his Australian foster parents. 
Recognising language and literacy as signs of status and prestige, Matthew ensured 
that his reinvention efforts included speaking with a hint of a Western accent, 
pronouncing words correctly, especially when he conversed with Pascal (his foster 
mother), and  improving on his English and working hard in school in order to obtain 
high scores.  The short excerpt from an interview with him succinctly encapsulates his 
overall perceptions on language and being literate. 
Researcher How do you do in school? Do you do very well? 54 
Matthew I not very well, I need more study. 55 
Researcher Who help you in your study? 56 
Matthew Got some visitor, my tuition teacher. 57 
Researcher Like uncle Jason 58 
Matthew Ya he teach me science 59 
Researcher How does he teach you? 60 
Matthew Like some of the word, I don’t know, he tell me the meaning 61 
Researcher You think that is helpful? 62 
Matthew Yes because he help me learn, so that when I grow up, I can have 
a good future 
63 
Researcher Why do you think it is  important to have a good future? 64 
Matthew If we don’t have a good future, we’ll end up with like a beggar, 
asking people for money 
65 
Researcher You don’t like that? 66 
Matthew Yes, I don’t like that 67 
Researcher Do you think learning to read and write is important? 68 
Matthew Yes 69 
Researcher Why? 70 
Matthew So that we can have a good work 71 
Researcher What about English? Do you think learning English is good? 72 
Matthew Ya? 73 
Researcher Same reason 74 
 
In the excerpt from his interview, he shared his thoughts on the importance of being 
able to read, write and speak English and related this to having a ‘good future’. He 
also seemed to think that one had to be able to fend for one’s self; failure to do so 
                                                 
115
 See Appendix 15  for interview with Matthew 
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could lead to dependence on other people. He considered this situation as begging: “if 
we don’t have a good future, we’ll end up with like a beggar, asking people for 
money” (Line 65).   
 
From my other conversations  with Matthew and observations of him, he seemed 
determined to leave behind his past life, by working very hard in school and in the 
home. His tutor, who had been teaching him English for 18 months, affirmed this. In a 
performance report submitted to the supervisor, the tutor specifically alluded to 
Matthew’s attitude towards learning English. She stated that although he saw himself 
as a failure because of his inability to speak the language when he first arrived at the 
home, he always sought help from the tutor and asked questions when in doubt. The 
report confirmed his personal strategies towards acquiring the desired goals which he 
associated with access to power and privilege. In this case, being a foster child to 
expatriate parents who have high income privileges him to goods other children could 
dream of, such as holidays, branded goods, weekend stays in beautiful homes. 
 
8.9   Discussion of interviews 
The narratives of Caleb, Mei and Matthew above were constructed to uncover their 
perceptions of language and literacy and how these perceptions could relate to notions 
of power, identity,  investment  (Norton, 1995) and self transformation (Pavlenko & 
Lantolf, 2001).  
 
As Caleb indicated in  the excerpt below, speaking in English was a form of sign of 
status, equated to being literate; if he was unable to speak in English, then he would 
be thought of as ‘never study’. In other words, he would be regarded as uneducated.  
 224
Researcher English is important? 83 
Caleb Ya 84 
Researcher Why? 85 
Caleb Because anybody go England, people all come talk with me 
English, I don’t know they think I never study 
86 
 
Some volunteers who taught the children were expatriates. Not surprisingly, therefore, 
with no previous contact with foreigners, the children were impressed by the 
expatriates. According to the supervisor, “the children, … they like these particular 
volunteers so in order to converse with these people, they have really made an effort 
because these Australians cant speak any other language so they are forced to speak 
English to them.”  
 
From the narratives obtained through the children’s interviews, it was obvious that 
they considered English as forms of cultural and symbolic capital, essential in the 
formation of identity, solidarity and access to a better life. This interview also 
revealed the importance of literacy as a form of status and prestige.  As Weedon 
(1997: 21) eschews, “language is the place where actual and possible forms of social 
organisation and their likely social and political consequences are defined and 
contested. Yet it is also the place where our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity, is 
constructed.” Speaking the language, it seemed, was one way to help the children 
assimilate into this new environment. In order to assimilate, they learned to create 
new identities as they tried to fit in since they wanted to impress the others, ‘save 
face’ or so as to not appear ignorant, especially in front of volunteers and visitors.  
 
Language, when associated with specific identities, is a critical aspect to the 
production of a wide variety of identities, and defined as a symbolic commodity with 
exchange value (Bourdieu, 1990). Language became a form of capital, a product or 
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commodity in exchange for profit. The narratives suggested that the reason for the 
children’s desire to possess the necessary literate and communicative skills was the 
need to overcome their perception of negative social positioning, and to become, what 
Bourdieu (1991) might call, ‘legitimately’ literate. The children recognised that 
reading and writing are important and that these two skills will help them succeed in 
the future. However, the interviews revealed that although Matthew and Mei tried to 
learn to read and write in English, Caleb on the other hand, having been sent to school 
at a later age and therefore had difficulty in reading and writing, placed more 
importance on speaking. As he explained, “people all come talk with me English, I 
don’t know they think I never study”. This setback (of unable to cope with reading and 
writing), on the other hand was compensated by outward almost theatric displays of 
being a reader (as seen with the literacy events between him and Megala). As 
Goffman (1959) explains, the reputation of performers can be affected by small acts 
and as such impact upon the success of future performances. To Caleb, the ability to 
speak in English seemed to have a strong impact on others and one cannot hide from 
the lack of language proficiency, as he explained in the short excerpt above.  
 
Although the role of language is not the same in all societies, it does account for, to an 
extent, the identification or marking of social categories and a form of symbolic 
capital. The interview revealed that one of Caleb’s immediate concerns is to present 
himself as someone who can speak in English, because being able to communicate 
effectively gives an impression of a learned person. Speaking in English empowered 
him and gave him a place in a society which was not a part of his life until he came to 
live in the home. On the other hand, one can ‘hide’ the fact that one is unable to read 
and write unless confronted with texts; but if one cannot speak, then one’s ‘true’ 
 226
identity is revealed. In Icheiser’s (1949) terms, the individual will have to act so that 
he intentionally or unintentionally expresses himself in order to impress others.  
 
Further, as West (1992) has noted, a person’s identity will shift according to  
changing social and economic status. As shown in all the excerpts from the interview 
transcripts above, the children shift, change and take on identities accordingly. They 
take on identities which help give them positions within the community and command 
respect and admiration, even if it is only for a brief period. Schecter and Bayley 
(2002) in turn have argued that the bilingual persona in a fluid persona and situational 
contexts may have an ephemeral quality. As such, individuals may choose (or resist) 
the identities offered; they may also sometimes construct new identities, should 
unfavourable circumstances cause them to do so. Hence, identity flows with events 
and situations, depending on the way of life which determines the dominance of 
particular identities over others, and  how a person shifts from one language to 
another, for various purposes. 
 
The final point is the home’s mediators (see Chapter 5.3.5 for examples of volunteers- 
foster parents, adult mediators, volunteers from colleges and youth groups) who, 
through their social interaction with the children, not only played an important role in 
helping scaffold the learning process but also encouraged the children to speak in 
English. By providing a secure and encouraging platform for language learning, the 
children acquired the language early into their stay with the home. For example, 
Caleb learnt to speak English two months after arriving at the home. Mei became 
confident with her literacy skills from the constant encouragement of the supervisor 
and volunteers. The different methods of helping the children learn literacy skills and 
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language included story telling sessions, sing-along sessions, and teaching the phonics 
of the letters.  
 
Besides these, informal chats (not shown through the interviews, but observed in other 
events) before a session began, enabled the children to freely express their opinions 
and thoughts, thus enabling them to be to relate comfortably to adults. On the contrary 
to these informal practices, in a Malaysian classroom, it was expected to have 
students   stand up to formally greet the teacher before sitting down, thus 
‘formalising’ the on-coming learning process. But in the sessions with the volunteers, 
such practices were dispensed of. Further, the volunteers who came on a weekly basis 
not only helped the children in their schoolwork but also provided a role model, a 
father/mother figure or a ‘big brother’ figure.  Some of the children have named 
people whom they admired or looked up to people who have helped them learn to 
speak English. For example, Caleb listed Aunty Jerry, an Australian expatriate, as 
instrumental in his acquiring the ability to speak English. Many expatriates functioned 
as role models and mentors who took particular interests not only in the children’s 
studies but also their lives in general, and were responsible in helping shape their 
attitudes towards literacy. 
 
8.10 Summary 
Chapter Eight sought to provide readers a glimpse into the daily lives of the children 
living in residential, in particular, the different literacy practices that take place in 
institutional care.  While Chapter Seven concentrated on adult mediated literacy 
practices, this chapter explored on literacy related issues such as power and identity 
by looking at how the children themselves appropriated literacy through means such 
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as play acting school and school related contexts. In addition, I also wanted to provide 
readers with a picture of how the children themselves perceived language and learning 
issues, interviews were provided in order to   contribute to a finer understanding of the 
context of literacy events and to the theorisation of how they perceived literacy’s role 
in contributing towards the transformation, scaffolding and sustainability of identities. 
Finally, to reiterate the importance of mediators other than  parents, this chapter 
highlighted the significance of peer mediators, and the role they played in the literacy 
development of their fellow peers which allowed us a wider interpretation of literacy 
learning that comprised various methods such as play acting and materials that were 
normally not considered school related.  
 
From the analyses from the events and interviews, valuable insights were gleaned 
from the events mentioned in Chapter Eight, for example, children’s learning 
processes showed how a supportive learning environment (the teacher’s encouraging 
words and peer support) played an important role in the children’s  endeavour to 
learn. We were also privy to the contributions of certain parties who helped mediate 
the learning process and created less ‘intimidating’ learning experiences (especially, 
when a child struggles with a learning problem, such as lack of literacy skills). These 
mediators comprised volunteers, siblings, peers who acted as “socialising agents, 
passing on knowledge about what it means to be a member of their particular culture 
to less expert members.” (Williams, 2004: 53)  As Goffman (1959) explains, 
individuals are concerned with maintaining the impression that they are living up to 
the main standards by which they are judged.  If an individual was able to read, write 
and speak, then he/she had the necessary capital to project himself/herself as an 
individual who was looked up to or held in high esteem by the others. Literacy thus, 
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helped the children in the home construct their various identities; for example, a child’ 
could be popular because he or she possessed that prestigious knowledge. Literacy, in 
fact, proved to be heterogeneous and diverse as it exposed the children to a range of 
opportunities. Megala, for instance, invented desired identities in order to position 
herself within a certain social hierarchy, while Reuben was made a somewhat 
appreciative audience. For the other three children, being able to read, write and speak 
in English meant having a bright future, which ensured status and success. Even 
during play acting, literacy was featured prominently and used as a tool to impress 
and to ‘oppress’, as we have seen from the events involving Megala and Reuben. 
Taking on the identity of a teacher, Megala made fun of Reuben for not being able to 
write and read his and her name. She also bragged that she was able to read and write 
by going through the motions these literate skills, since he seemed willing to go along 
with her acts as he was unable to read and write himself. Her taking on the identity of 
a teacher/tutor gave her the opportunity to be someone important, even though under 
usual circumstances, the rest would ignore her.  
 
Interviews with the children also proved that language and literacy were important 
aspects in re-fashioning identities in order to acquire desired social status and 
positions. The significance of both material and symbolic capital was made clear 
through various examples of how language was viewed as a form of prestige, whoever 
was proficient in a particular language was looked upon with admiration. Full 
membership into a  community implied an entitlement to ownership of its cultural 
resources (Serpell, 1993b), which in the case of a literate community, includes both 
the technology or writing and the meaning system that informs literate practices 
(Serpell, 2001). Inevitably, the cultural practice of literacy, according to Scribner and 
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Cole (1981) included a range of recurrent activities and associated technological 
artefacts, for example, correspondence and note taking with a pen and paper, scanning 
a newspaper or magazine, composing a piece of written material or reading a book. 
An example to concur with this could be derived from Egbo’s (2000) work on women 
in rural Nigeria which showed how these women became empowered through  
literacy, and as a result, were offered  greater power within their households and 
greater opportunities in the labor market and increased respect from the villagers. In 
his study, Egbo argued that literacy is necessary in the transformation of these 
women’s social world and their place within it. Kanno and Miller (2004)116  further 
give credence to this perspective of a distinct link between power and identity and 
showed how second language learners in specific schools were subjected to unequal 
power relations and were often unable to achieve the ‘right to speak’ and ‘impose 
reception’ (Bourdieu, 1991). For Foucault, knowledge is always framed within 
institutional settings affecting such things as what forms of knowledge are privileged 
over others and how the relationship between the knower and the known (that is the 
subject and object of knowledge) are co-ordinated (Foucault 1980). In the home, a 
child who held an important position or prominent role in the social circle, could 
usually attribute this position to the fact that he or she was a better reader or spoke a 
particular language more fluently, compared to the others. By appropriating literacy, 
the child created the particular desired identity and was empowered through this 
particular transformation because he or she was then looked upon as the leader. The 
child as such was considered to be capable of making decisions as the ‘leader’, 
sometimes even marginalising others from a particular social circle, for example 
during play. The construction of the role of a leader was seen as part of the process of 
                                                 
116
 Articles found in Negotiation of Identities in Multilingual Contexts. Pavlenko, A and Blackledge, A. 
(Eds) 2004. Multilingual Matters 
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social action and interaction, and in particular as a way in which people asserted 
influence upon others or have influence asserted upon them by others.  
 
The vignettes described in Chapter Eight provide examples that strengthen the 
proposal of the notion of literacy as a means for “regulating access to social networks 
and situations…” (Heller, 2001: 214) and provided opportunities to the children  to 
create their identities. An excerpt from an interview with Ruth succinctly sums up the 
chapter’s focus. In the interview, she was asked whom she thought was “the most 
influential, or the leader when it comes to helping the rest with the reading or 
writing”.  Ruth’ reply was  “Matthew,… because he’s got a good foster parent, so 
he’s also got much knowledge, so anything that generally needs to be referred to can 
be referred to him.”  This reply stemmed from the fact that Matthew was perceived to 
own cultural capital. Luke (2004) calls this the ‘material consequences of literacy’, 
the children placing great  importance on language and literacy, as they consider these 
to be ‘prestigious knowledge’ and a symbolic resource which may be tied to the 
ability to gain access to, and exercise, power (Pavlenko & Blackridge, 2004).  In other 
words, ‘the amount of power a person has within a field depends on that person’s 










ENGAGING IN THE SOCIAL PRACTICES OF LITERACY 
 
During their recreation time, their free time (sometimes they will just sit down and 
talk, about a book, probably they have read a story in school or they have watched a 
story like Cinderella) I would say, before their recreation time, that’s also according 
to the schedule, they would have cleaned themselves, what they have to do for the day, 
and now they would have their recreation time, then it would be different things that 





The third and final instalment of Part IV highlights the home’s literacy practices and 
events that are regular repeated activities, some linked into routine sequences which 
could be part of the formal procedures and expectations of social institutions or 
literacy practices and events for personal pleasure or leisure. While Chapters Seven 
and Eight provided examples of literacy events that are contextually specific  (i.e. 
religion-related and school-related), Chapter Nine  unpicks the scope and nature of 
daily, regular practices in order to find out how the children in the home deal with or 
relate to the home’s imperatives while maintaining their sense of personal identities or 
objectives. In other words, Chapter Nine will provide the reader with an insight of the 
various literacy events that comprise both formal and informal situations, for a variety 
of purposes, but all paying tribute to the assumption that literacy as social practice, 
serve multiple interests, incorporating individual agents and their locales into larger 
enterprises that play out away from the immediate scene.  
 
The primary focus of this chapter is to highlight how regular literacy practices and 
events are imbued with forms of dominations as expectations and pressures from the 
home’s authority or even among peer groups are exerted over one another. 
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Consequently, these practices are shaped by the aims and priorities of the individual 
participants and have important and personal consequences, for example how they 
deal with or relate to the home’s imperatives while maintaining their sense of personal 
identities or objectives.  
 
In summary, this chapter will show the different orders of literacy that are related to 
different types of semiotic space where identity work is formulated or constructed. To 
systematise the different types of spaces that are non mainstream, I referred to 
Goffman’s (1959) notion of  performance where his concepts of  ‘props’, 'interactions' 
and 'appearances' explain the presence of front and back stages and how this largely 
affects the reputation of performers who stage acts for one reason or another. 
 
9.1 Reading as a social practice 
A popular literacy activity in the home is reading story books obtained from the 
library, volunteers or from school friends. According to the supervisor, the children 
enjoyed reading, even those who were not proficient readers (Caleb and Megala) read, 
although the attraction for them lay with the pictorial elements and overall 
presentation, rather than text. Amongst the avid readers were Carmen and Matthew117, 
they were known to have been so absorbed in their reading that they would simply 
refuse to participate at playtime or work on their homework. Unsure if this was a form 
of ‘theatrics’ or ‘play acting’ as serious readers, put up by the children to attract my 
attention, or if they were genuinely interested in reading, I sought confirmation of my 
observations with the supervisor who in an interview, allayed my suspicions. She 
said: 
                                                 
117
 See Appendix  6 (e) for photo of Matthew sitting under the staircase reading alone 
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“sometimes they are so absorbed into it, in fact Mei  last time, she couldn’t 
read  but when she could, we found it very hard to get her to put it down. Even 
Carmen, Matthew, those who can read, sometimes the  problem in the home 
setting is that they forget the time, they get so absorbed into it that they read 
during the wrong time, for example, activity time when they’re so engrossed 
that they wont want to join in or they forget their homework becomes a lesser 
priority to them, even meal times they had to be called several times before 
they come to the table because their head is buried in the book”.  
 
Reading, as an activity, was both a solitary preoccupation or carried out as form of 
group activity. For those who preferred to read in groups, usually, there would be a 
child who read aloud, while the others listened, and sometimes interjecting the 
reading with questions and comments garnered from their personal experiences. 
Often, Carmen was the designated ‘reader’ as she was considered one of the best 
readers in the home. Popular reading materials ranged from fairy tales, adventure, 
mystery, science and books on animals and nature and these texts were read for 
leisure, as a means of relaxation, passing time or just to satisfy one’s curiosity on a 
specific topic of interest. 
 
However, reading activities in the home held dual purposes, while they were forms of 
learning or leisure, these events also provided avenues for negotiations of power 
amongst those involved. For example, it was not unusual in the home to see reading 
groups comprising those of the same gender, usually, it was the girls who read 
together and membership to these groups was exclusive, only those who are invited or 
are friends read together. Books most popular among the girls were fairytales; 
Cinderella, or Sleeping Beauty as the girls enjoyed looking at the colourful pictures of 
beautiful princesses, castles, princes, etc. The girls usually noticed and commented on 
the characters’ physical traits, such as the colour of the clothes, the beauty of the 
princess, and the handsomeness of the prince.  
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These reading events foster gender solidarity, which is fiercely defended, especially 
when the boys who were excluded, would pass snide remarks about the content of the 
book the girls were reading. Casual remarks made were typical of the ‘masculine’ 
comments by the boys who often scornfully interrupt the reading with remarks such 
as “where got pumpkin become carriage one and mouse become horse?” or “in 
Malaysia where got castle so big?” Often, these remarks went unnoticed (or were 
ignored), and the girls seemed unfazed by the teasing they received.   
Clearly, the boys’ teasing showed that they drew on some form of shared knowledge 
or commonalities with one another, or that they were in fact attempting some form of 
‘gender bonding’ by purposely interfering with the girls’ activity. Just as boys became 
superheroes on the playground, Newkirk (2002) argued, in the same way, the girls 
seemed comfortable with the idea of pumpkins turning into carriages. These reading 
events seemed to provide the girls with the opportunity to claim “power and 
privileges that could never claim in real life.” (p. 88) The events also  helped them to 
identify with one another through the use of shared linguistic choices and so refused 
to admit that pumpkins could become carriages and young poor girls lived happily 
ever after, given that fairy tales were make believe. The fact that theatrics such as 
teasing interactions involved both genders may indicate that teasing was actually used 
as a strategy for ‘establishing dominance’ (Cherland, 1994). According to Cherland, 
the act of teasing delivers a message, “I have the power to provoke or annoy or 
belittle of scorn or laugh at you.”(p. 128) In this light, silence (the girls’ usual 
response to the boys’ teasing), on the other hand may be seen as ‘a reply slot 
noticeably filled with silence’ (Schlegloff, 1980). In retrospect, these discussions 
enabled the girls to find solidarity with one another as they tried to establish some 
form of gender identity in the home. One reason for doing so could be because the 
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construction and display of gender identity was of huge importance to young men and 
women, and the adolescent period was a time when boys and girls alike were torn 
between forming an individual sense of identity and establishing group identities.  As 
such, gender is a central part of these explorations and negotiations.   
9.1.1 Reading to marginalize 
Elizabeth Moje (2002) showed in her study how youths used distinctive literacy 
practices such as graffiti, poetry, journal, and letter writing to signify their gang 
membership; so did some children form groups of friends and marginalize the others 
during these events. As children interacted amongst their peers while playing or 
working together, they developed notions about ethnicity, social class, and gender-
appropriate behavior, as well as their understandings of a moral self, while 
sanctioning those who violated group norms (Goodwin, 1990). Reading was 
purposeful in many ways; it was not only for recreational purposes and/or for leisure, 
but also contributed towards creating solidarity among the girls. Yet at the same time, 
it purported to marginalize others as the short excerpt from a conversation between 
Carmen and Kristina shows below. 
The following literacy event highlights the paradoxical roles of literacy i.e. by 
building group solidarity and friendship or marginalising by creating group/ 
peer/gender differentiation from other members of the home’s community. Events 
analysed highlighted the ‘performances’ of the children which entailed a lot of 
outwardly directed 'theatricality' as they tried to include or exclude others.  Some 
aspects  of theatricality involved deployment of signs which have already attained 
meaning and/or standard usage within the legitimated discourse and crystallised 
practices of a 'social' for example, by generating interest amongst the others through 
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discourse, pleading, or forming a visible social structure (a circle) to exclude those 
who are not welcomed.  For example, in the home, some children such as Megala and 
Caleb were hardly (or never invited) into a group session. On a Friday evening, two 
little girls decided to read together from a book. The excerpt of conversation below 
and the accompanying actions provides information on the deployment of strategies 
used by the girls,  to create a form of group identity which was exclusive to only 
some. 
9.1.1.1 Carmen and Kristina read ‘Functions of the body’ 
Carmen Eh, come, lets read. (Signals to Kristina and turns the pages) 1 
Kristina (reads aloud together with Carmen in a sing song fashion) Look at this, 
this is our appendix, so loong (stresses the word ‘long’) This one is 
inside our body you know, yeeuw! 
2 
Carmen (Laughs out aloud) Ya, appendix, like a snake. Here is where our food 
go through (takes her finger and traces the picture of the human 
appendix). Hey Kei, want to see how your appendix looks like? Come 
over here and see the book….Gaya, you come and see, quick lah. (Gaya 
and Kei who walked past the two girls stopped by to look. Megala who 
was nearby tried to go over too, but was ignored, although she tried to 
peer to find out what the girls were talking about.) 
3 
Megala What is that? (tries to peer, but the other girls gathered tightly around 
the book, blocking her view) 
4 
It was after dinner when Carmen and Kristina chanced on a book, ‘The functions of 
the Body’ from amongst the stacks of books in the home’s library. Excited by the 
cover of the book which had a picture of the human digestive system, they eagerly 
pulled it out and began to turn the pages and started to exclaim loudly upon seeing the 
pictorial contents inside. The two girls sat on the floor of the living room with the 
book displayed before them.  Reading aloud, and exclaiming loudly their wonderment 
at the information the book provided them with, the two girls very quickly attracted 
the attention of the other children in the home. Soon, a few girls responded to both 
their exclamations with interjections and brief questions. Aware of the attention they 
had attracted, both girls seemed to only respond to a selected few others and included 
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only a few other girls into their event. For example, (see Line 3), they tried to pique 
Kei’s interest by asking her if she knew what her appendix looked like. Carmen 
further implored Gaya to go over to their little group and join in the reading. In 
contrast, Megala, who indicated interest and seemed to want to be a willing 
participant tried to peek into the circle of friends in order to see what was going on 
with the two girls. Her presence, however, was unwelcome. As she tried to elicit some 
information (Line 4) on the content of the book, the girls formed an even tighter circle 
to keep her out. On hindsight, it did appear that her eagerness to see what was going 
on irritated the others and made her a nuisance, so to keep her out of their activity, the 
girls ignored her and formed a close-knit group around the book. This resulted in her 
view being obstructed and made it impossible for her to see what was going on.  
While the reading event implied that reading was indeed a popular form of pastime in 
the home, this particular event  seemed to have created dual purposes: on the surface 
or front, the girls were having fun  reading from a book, and inevitably learning was 
taking place, at the ‘backstage’ this act of literacy was creating a form of social 
marginalization. On the one hand, it formed solidarity amongst friends and created a 
platform for the girls to talk freely and share personal experiences regarding their 
bodies while making connections with the text and with one another. On the other, the 
event was used to alienate others, while providing the means to choose those favored 
thus, creating a process of marginalization in the home’s social structure.  
9.1.2 Discussion of reading as a social practice in the home 
Reading events were in fact, appropriated in the home for various reasons: namely, to 
maintain group solidarity, to establish friendship, to marginalize some and to create 
platforms for the negotiation and maintaining of identities. 
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While Barton (2001) suggests that reading allows people to be alone, in this case, 
reading creates a way of being private in a public space, in the home, reading was 
seen as a form of social practice, which individuals participated in to gain or create 
group membership. The children in the home supported one another’s language and 
literacy learning through their friendship or ‘friendship literacy’ (Datta, 2004). These 
events allowed them to talk freely around selected texts and to enjoy the experiences 
of sharing, learning and supporting one another.  In what was deemed a shared culture 
of learning, thoughts and ideas were exchanged without the fear of being wrong or 
silly. For example, the girls supported one another and steadfastly refused to be 
intimidated by the boys who teased them for believing in pumpkins and castles. In a 
way, the girls’ solidarity and shared meaningful contexts and personal construction of 
texts empowered them to move between the different levels of reading skills – literal, 
fantasy, etc – for a deeper understanding and enjoyment of texts (Dutta, 2004).  
Further, through the children’s interactions around the texts, I also witnessed the role 
of literacy as a social construct. Knowledge was seen as jointly constructed and 
contributed by all participants. For instance, both Carmen and Kristina’s conversation 
around the text was integrally built and dependent on each other’s background 
knowledge to make the reading more exciting and on a personal level. In the process, 
the event contributed towards the creation of a small group of friends who had the 
prerogative to choose whom to include and whom to exclude.  
 
In summary, the acts of reading in the home could be explained by referring to 
Goffman’s dramaturgical framework; on the front, reading activities seemed to 
function as a catalyst in helping propel the children towards becoming literate, and 
eventually  perhaps leading better lives or having brighter futures (see the interviews 
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of the children in Chapter Eight). As the supervisor had hoped, the children would at 
least have some “very basic reading, at least to get them on the right track” (in 
contrast to their otherwise state of not being able to read at all). According to her, “if 
they can read, it opens up a brand new world to them, exposure to a lot of 
knowledge”. Also to the outsider observing the children, either in groups or 
individually, when they were able to read, the presentation may suggest a veritable 
picture of children having access to reading as a hobby. In other words, reading 
became a form of leisure for the children, as they delved into worlds of imagination, 
adventure and escapism. More subtle on the backstage, reading, as a literacy practice 
in the home, became verisimilitude and in reality, mirrored other pertinent  issues 
related to power such as creating reading opportunities for the purposes of solidifying 
or marginalising members. For some children then, reading was not only appropriated 
to facilitate personal gains; it was also a social marker as it created distinct individual 
identities. 
 
9.2 Literacy for communication purposes 
In the home, children were encouraged to develop writing skills. Writing events in the 
home were generally divided into two categories – the first (formal) occurring under 
the observation and/or instructions of the supervisor or volunteers and the second 
(informal) is the one that occurs when the children write on their own or with one 
another mainly for purpose of pleasure. Formal writing activities included:-  
i. drawing or making ‘thank you’ cards which are later sent to visitors and 
volunteers who have donated their time, cash or goods to the home 
ii. writing thank you letters or notes to foster parents/volunteers for weekend 
visits to their homes 
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iii. writing informative compositions of themselves to be used to inform target 
readers about the home and the children 
 
This next section highlights the issues of equity, power and identity by looking at 
some examples of formal writing events in the home and show how different acts are 
put on to accommodate the expectations of the relevant parties involved.  
 
9.3 Convincing performances: articulating the thoughts of another through 
writing activities 
A literacy practice that necessitated adult mediators was writing, specifically, writing 
to a target audience and arguably,  in such contexts,  a ‘lack of freedom’ in 
enunciating or displaying personal thoughts or opinions was unavoidable. Not 
withstanding, these formal writing situations were in fact, characteristic of living in an 
institution where decision-making was normally relegated to the home’s management 
or supervisor, or to have daily routines dictated by the timetable. As such, the children 
had little opportunity to make decisions regarding ownership of their work, especially 
when it concerned making cards or writing notes for volunteers or members of the 
public.  Opportunities “to question what seems natural and normal as well as to 
redesign and create alternate social worlds”, (Harste, 2001: 2) did not usually arise 
and children were taught to be writers, rather than authors, since the very word 
‘author’ indicates someone who has authority over their text (Halls & Robinson, 
1994).  
 
In the following section, I examined some events highlighting the consequence of 
appropriating literacy for personal gains in the children’s writings. Featured 
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prominently on the whiteboard118, a child’s essay was considered an honour if it found 
its way there. However, this privilege came with a price. Although on the surface, 
children’s essays were perfect pieces of writing, they were almost identical pieces of 
descriptive texts that were seemingly void of the authors’ ownership. In contrast to 
Brodkey (1989) who argued that the educational discourse “insists that (students) 
articulate themselves as the subjects the teachers represent or not at all” (p. 140), the 
children’s writings showed the discursive power that the adult mediators have (with 
reference to the supervisor/adults) over the children in the home. This power, she 
claimed, also had the potential to alienate students whose identities were not 
acknowledged in the classroom. In summary, discursive hegemony of teachers over 
students according to Brodkey (1989) is  
usually posed and justified in developmental terms – as cognitive deficits, 
emotional or intellectual immaturity, ignorance, and most recently, cultural 
literacy – any one of which would legitimate asymmetrical relationships 
between its knowing subjects, teachers, and its unknowing subjects, 
students… the teachers frenetically protected educational discourse from class, 
and in their respective refusals to admit class concerns into the letters, they 




While the two vignettes mentioned below highlighted the need to move beyond 
prescriptive texts which provided little opportunity for individual expression of 
thoughts, and instead created copies of perfect pieces of work which were void of the 
writers’ voice, the events also revealed reasons why these children purportedly 
allowed themselves to be restricted or dictated. The first is an excerpt from a 
conversation between the children and the supervisor while making ‘thank you’ cards 
to be sent to visitors who had earlier given the children Christmas gifts. The second 
vignette analyses the samples of letters written by Matthew and Gaya.   
                                                 
118
 Refer to Chapter 5 for explanation on the significance of the board. 
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9.3.1 Vignette 1: Making thank you cards 
   
Every year, the children in the home made ‘thank you’ cards119 for volunteers and 
visitors who have rendered their services to the home; either by tutoring, taking the 
children on fieldtrips or visits and giving of gifts and money. This was an annual 
activity, held during the school holidays. The cards were made of recycled from 
materials such as old cards or other decorative items. Pictures from the old cards were 
cut out and pasted on new blank cards made out of cardboard that contained the usual 
festive greetings such as Merry Christmas, Thank you, Happy New Year. The children 
themselves wrote these greetings. The children seemed to enjoy these activities and 
looked forward to these sessions. Conversations that took place during these events 
centred around the cards, who would be the recipients of the cards, or who deserved a 
beautifully drawn card or why another person should be given a not-so-nice one. In 
summary, the children were aware that they should put in more care into a ‘thank you’ 
card for someone they knew and liked, such as a foster parent or a volunteer.  
 
The supervisor conducted these sessions as she expected neat and tidy cards; any 
forms of messiness such as visible signs of glue on the cards or incorrect spelling 
were not tolerated. She also made sure the children remembered to write the words 
‘thank you’ to convey their appreciation to the people who donated to the home. 
Inside the cards, the children were required to write a note of appreciation, besides 
just ‘thank you’; and for this event, the supervisor had written out her message on the 
board… 
 
“Thank you for helping our home.  God bless you. Love from all of us at 
…Home” which children copied onto their individual cards. The choice of words in 
                                                 
119
 See Appendix 8 (a) 
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the message ‘thank you for helping our home’ conveyed the children’s appreciation, 
while the use of the pronoun ‘our’ suggested that there was a sense of belonging and 
unity among the children (our home – to depict that the home belonged to all of 
them). For each card made, the children signed at the bottom of the card as a whole 
unit, “love from all of us…”  The excerpt below between the supervisor and Carmen 
and Kristina showed the children’s concern about getting the supervisor’s approval 
for the design which they had chosen for their card and are constantly enquiring if 
what they were doing was in tandem with the supervisor’s requirements.  
Carmen Aunty J, I use this colour ah? This one can or not? 1 
Supervisor Yes, that’s nice, remember to be neat ok? Don’t get the gum  
all over the card 
2 
Carmen Ok, I draw ah? What to draw? 3 
Kristina Aunty J, see I use this one colour paper, I put the green paper on 




Do what you like, but remember ok, inside don’t forget to copy 
what I’ve  written on the board ok? 
5 
Carmen  Ok 6 
Kristina
  
(Looks at the board and say aloud) Thank you for helping our 
home.  





Good, write properly, then let me have a look when you’ve 
finished. 
8 
Carmen I think I will paste some pictures, Aunty J, I cut ah the teddy bears 
and paste on my card can or not? 
9 
Supervisor Sure, just remember to be neat and then later we’ll get all the 
cards out and send them to the aunties and uncles ok? 
10 
 
From the conversation, Carmen and Kristina seemed to be concerned that the 
supervisor should approve the design that they had chosen for their card (Lines 1-4). 
Even before work began on their cards, the children chose to constantly seek for her 
approval on the design idea, and even made conscious efforts to ensure that words 
were spelt correctly, for example,  ‘thank you’, as they did not want to make any 
mistakes. The supervisor had to reassure them about their choice of pattern but she 
also made sure they included certain details such as her message written on the 
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whiteboard (Line 5). Note that before they started work on their cards, the children 
had asked for her approval on the design idea and confirmation on the spelling of the 
word ‘thank you’. Since only the nicest cards were chosen to represent the home, each 
child purposed that they made a beautiful card, in the hope that their card would be 
chosen by the supervisor and sent to the donors.  
 
Just as there were different orders of literacy, so were there various forms of 
approaches in the production of these cards within the ‘card-making’ activity itself. 
Interestingly enough, while these two girls seemed to be on tenterhooks during this 
event, not all children were concerned with their card being chosen, and this lack of 
interest was projected in subtle ways. For example, it was understood that the cards 
were supposed to represent the home; therefore, no personal names were to be written 
on them. However, some of the children actually wrote their names on the cards they 
made, usually, in very inconspicuous sections- the bottom end of the card, or behind 
the card. Their actions seemed to suggest that they wanted to claim ownership and 
recognition for the work done, alternatively, these little signs of personal markings 
could be interpreted as a sign of silent rebellion against the many instructions and 
rules during this event.  These children, unlike Carmen and Kristina, did not ask the 
supervisor for her opinions; they worked on their cards on their own, chose their own 
designs, spelt ‘thank you’ incorrectly; some even boldly wrote their names on the 
front page of the card. As a result, these children instead, chose to be the ‘author’ and 
had authority over their text (Halls & Robinson, 1994) with the understanding that 




9.3.2  Vignette 2: Writing letters  
Below are examples of two letters120, written by Matthew and Gaya. For this 
particular time allocated for activities, the children were asked to write about 
themselves and the best letters would be chosen to be pasted on the bulletin board 
(which was deemed a place of prestige- any child whose work was found there had 
reason to feel proud). In addition, the letters were representations of the others living 
in the home. In general, both children whose letters were chosen had differing work 
styles; Gaya was chatty by nature and liked discussing her work with the other 
children, Matthew on the other hand was  more quiet in nature and preferred working 
on his own. However, for that particular event, as it concerned ‘promoting’ the home, 
both Matthew and Gaya received close supervision in order to ensure that both letters  
contained the necessary information that placed the home in a favourable light to 
visitors The children were once again guided by the supervisor, although she usually 
assisted them with the spelling, grammar and sentence construction. The letters were 
subsequently pasted on the bulletin board for visitors to read. The contents of the 
letters are shown below. 
Matthew’s letter 
Dear friends,  
My name is Matthew C and I just celebrated my 10th birthday on August 1st this year. I came 
to …Home with my two older sisters at the beginning of 1999. 
 
Both my parents have passed away of cancer.  
I am so glad to have a home to stay in C. Home, and a new family here. C. Home have 
taken me to many outings including the elephant sanctuary, Sunway Lagoon and the Royal 
London Circus. 
I go to school and I  am thankful to have aunties and uncles to help me with my studies. 
I am able to read and write. 
Thank you for supporting our home. 
May God bless you and thank you for your kindness and generosity.  




                                                 
120
 Refer to Appendix  8 (b) for samples of the original letters. 
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Gaya’s letter 
My name is Gaya. I standard three. My hobbies is reading books, & drawing. I stay at 
C.Home. I got one sister and two brothers. I like to stay at C.Home. A lot of friends and I like 
to go to school because my father and mother passed away, Aunty J and Uncle R take care 
of me. 
I love them all. Sunday I like to go to church and I love Jesus. 
 
9.3.3 Similar thread of themes in the letters 
According to Eggins (1994), it is at the level of ideology that the discrete findings of 
the various analyses can be most coherently integrated. As ideology impacts on each 
of the levels of context, and is realized in linguistic choices, the linguistic evidence 
from the text can be used to make explicit what positions, biases and interpretations 
are encoded in the texts.  
 
Both children used specific examples, their names, and backgrounds like school-based 
writing on describing oneself in their texts. The content in both letters had similar 
themes (in bold); these themes indicated a certain structure which should be followed 
or included in a piece of writing about one’s self, especially if the writing was to be 
on public display. The processes used in the texts seemed to suggest that both children 
had to provide a short synopsis on their lives by informing readers how their lives had 
improved since arriving at the home. Other pieces of information included their 
family background (that they were orphans without parental care) and the mention of 
their other living siblings, who together with them, had now found a place to live. 
Both children also emphasised the roles of their new family and guardians who helped 
take care of them and played important roles in their lives, such as helping them learn 
to read and write. The children also expressed their joy in living in the home and 
described the outings and activities. Similarly, both of them expressed their gratitude 
towards the adults whom they referred to as aunties and uncles, caring guardians 
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playing roles as stand-in parents who helped take care of them and who were 
responsible in their acquiring literate skills such as being able to read and write.  
 
Clearly, by relating specific linguistic choices to the construction and reflection of 
situational, cultural and ideological context, the texts had encoded an important 
message to the public i.e., we can recognize that in some respects, the texts’ main 
purpose was to show members of the public how much the home and its ideologies, 
teachings and overall love and concern shown towards the children have impacted 
upon the children’s lives. The final sentences in both texts contained religious 
elements, thus inevitably highlighting the role of religion in the home, as the children 
signed off in a similar manner, with religious elements – ‘God bless you’ and ‘I love 
Jesus’. 
 
9.3.4  Commentary on both vignettes 
Writing, accordingly, provides the writer with the opportunity to express and share 
things which matter to the person. It also gives the writer the communicative power so 
that people can respond to the writing that is made public. In that sense, the 
relationship between a person’s thoughts and the way of expressing these thoughts is 
close to his/her sense of self, as well as allows him or her different identities. Failure 
to do so could result in the inability of these educators to value, understand or even 
acknowledge the legitimacy of children’s lives outside of the school context.  As 
such, “nowhere is the student’s personhood acknowledged or celebrated.” (Delpit, 
2002: 41) When children are taught through textbooks, worksheets or activities that 
do not relate to their lived experiences, “instruction is stripped of children’s cultural 
legacies” (Delpit, 2002:  44). Moll (2001)explains that: 
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this dual strategy of exclusion and condemnation of one’s language and 
culture, fostering disdain for what one knows and who one is, has another 
critical consequence in terms of schooling-it influences children’s attitudes 
toward their knowledge and personal competence. That is, it creates a social 
distance between themselves and the world of school knowledge.          (p. 13) 
 
Writing activities in the home were regular activities, as both vignettes above have 
highlighted. The end products may not be the writers’ personal choice, but rather what 
they should write for specific purposes. In the card-making activity, both girls 
constantly looked to the supervisor for approval, and from other observations of 
similar activities, the supervisor’s approval was very much sought by the children. In 
fact, the supervisor usually thought out the final products - she offered designs, 
suggestions, and ideas. Similarly, notes, letters and exhibits were also written under 
the supervisor’s watchful eyes. For both essays, the two pieces of writing bore similar 
themes and seemed to exalt the works of the home’s staff by revealing how much 
their lives had changed since coming to live in the home. Of course, it could be 
argued that the supervisor’s role as a teacher ensured that she minimised the number 
of errors in order to create seemingly perfect products. Nevertheless, in doing so, she 
was not allowing the children to explore their own ideas, thoughts or just to be 
creative on their own and inevitably, exerted control over their writing activities. Her 
actions seemed to suggest the inability to accept as valid the kinds of knowledge and 
experiences with which some learners come to school (Nieto, 1999), for example it 
could be the common practise to most children that they be required to put their 
names down on  a piece of written work as form of ownership. In addition, some 
children could have been taught at an early age to be independent authors and to make 
decisions on the kind of colour or pictures that they wanted to draw, thus not being 
dependent on someone else to tell them what to do. Contrary, under the supervisor’s 
watchful eyes, the children became dependent on her opinions, and writing activities 
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were reduced to merely mechanical tasks, and very little individuality or originality 
was seen in the end products.  
 
I draw on Goffman’s notion of dramaturgical performance to explain the children’ 
performance of convincing acts, put up for attaining certain personal goals.  While 
these events seemed to suggest that the children in fact pandered to the home’s 
authority, alternatively, it is also possible that the children did so in order to gain 
some either material or symbolic capital. The determination to please the supervisor 
and heed her instructions seemed to suggest that both Carmen and Kristina could have 
had the intention to ensure that their cards were picked and sent out to the volunteers.  
While other children cared less about how their cards turned out (with some even 
deliberately disobeying orders and writing their names at the back of the cards), 
Carmen and Kristina made sure that their cards fulfilled the necessary criteria, from 
colour scheme, graphics to arrangement and tidiness. Thus, the two girls, besides 
being outstanding amongst their fellow residents, would also have the opportunity to 
present their cards to the visitors, who incidentally comprised expatriates working in 
Malaysia.  
 
It is clear that the children were aware of the possibilities (such as the chance of being 
a foster child) that came with the act of personally presenting their cards to visitors 
who visited the home during festive celebrations. Therefore, although on the front 
stage, it seemed that the supervisor was imposing her views and ideas upon the girls 
during the card making session, on the back stage, the girls had the choice to either 
disobey and just enjoy the activity and make a card they could call their own (which 
would be individualised but eventually not be given away) or to tow the line and 
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make cards which were up to expectations, and eventually be rewarded for that 
choice. 
 
In summary, both examples of literacy events (card making and writing letters) 
showed that appearance and manner may tend to contradict with one’s actual 
intentions. But in order to achieve certain objectives, a favourable public image of 
themselves or ‘impression management’ (Goffman, 1959) becomes necessary through 
a series of social interactions in which a person is motivated to ‘sell’ a particular 
image to others that will increase the likelihood of obtaining favourable outcomes 
from others in particular situations. As Halliday (1973) suggests, when language is 
being interpreted it may help cast some some light on the baffling problem of how it 
is that the most ordinary uses of language, in the most everyday situations can so 
effectively transmit the social structure or values within a particular context. 
 
9.4 Literacy for documentation purposes 
In Barton’s study (2001), people maintained records of their lives in many ways; 
through formal documents such as birth certificates and school reports, to other forms 
of documentation such as reports from the local newspapers on special occasions- 
weddings and achievements. Photographs were also taken as reminders of certain 
occasions. Here, although the act of documentation differed from Barton’s study, in 
the home, this form of documentation was necessary as it was used to keep track of 
certain records, and as such was considered in this study as a form of documentation. 
 
The event highlighted was a daily one and took place every night at 8 p.m. before the 
children went upstairs to retire for the day. All the children were required to write 
their names in a book specially designated for acknowledgment of receipt of the 
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following day’s allowance for school. The book was placed on the table in the living 
room, alongside the log book and the visitor’s book. 
 
9.4.1 Vignette: Writing in the ‘receipt book’ as a form of acknowledgement when 
receiving the next day’s allowance  
The act of signing in a book as a form of acknowledgment for having received the 
daily allowances was began when the children accused the home’s staff for not 
handing out their daily pocket money for school. As a result, Ruth implemented a 
routine, as highlighted in the subsequent paragraphs.  
Before going upstairs to bed, the children were given their allowance for school the 
following day, but they were required to sign in a book and acknowledge the receipt 
of the allowance. This way, the children could not say that they never received their 
pocket money. Ruth would take out a drawer a book (for the children to sign in) and a 
purse containing money to be distributed among the children; each child received 
$RM1 (Ringgit Malaysia- the official Malaysian currency). The children formed a 
queue as they walked up to Ruth to receive $RM1 from her, after which they signed 
in the book (to acknowledge that they have received their money. Sometimes, a child 
could take more than $RM1 for his or her expenses but for every Ringgit received, 
Ruth records the date of receipt on each page, and following that the children signed 
in their own handwriting. On certain occasions when more than one Ringgit was 
required, for example, $RM10, for Matthew’s bicycle lock, Ruth would make a note 
and record it down. Ruth then checks through each child’s name and ensures that 
everyone has received his/her allowance. As she says; “This is the only way to prove I 
have given them their money, otherwise they will simply tell they never receive the 
money, then I only will be in trouble.”  
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The event above, although seemingly inconspicuous, had important significance in 
particular, to the children. Just like the literacy activities that took place in various 
semiotic forms and spaces, this nightly practice was conducted for various purposes. 
Firstly, it helped in clearing Ruth from the children’s accusations of not giving them 
their daily allowance. As each child acted out a certain role, i.e. standing in a queue to 
receive their allowance, writing down their names or signing a signature to 
acknowledge receipt, an attempt was made to further reduce any misunderstandings 
which can potentially tarnish the home’s reputation. It could also be argued that this 
act, in fact, empowered the children as they were the ones who seemed to be in 
control of the situation. In other words, the children were thrust into a position of 
responsibility as they were entrusted with this significant task which carried great 
social, personal consequences in relation to a bureaucratic system which was part of 
the larger social context. The very act of putting down one’s signature is significant, it 
is a form of acknowledgment on an action agreed upon by the parties involved - by 
signing the names on the book, the children learnt the relevance of the particular act, 
and by doing so, the children were stating that they understood and accepted the 
consequences of  their action which would ultimately ensure that Ruth was not to be 
wrongly accused in the near future. The children in fact, learnt specific social roles 
and responsibilities that might prove to be useful as they constructed social identities 
that were acceptable amongst other members of society, such as learning to stand in 







This chapter concludes the study’s exploration of institutionally-mediated literacy. 
Whilst Chapters Seven and Eight provided examples of contextually specific literacy  
(i.e. religion-related and school-related), this chapter highlighted literacy events that 
took place daily in the home, some repeated and linked to  daily routines, while others 
were for specific or personal purposes, and usually accompanied by certain 
expectations- from the residential home’s management or the children themselves. In 
summary, the final instalment of Part IV highlighted the institution’s literacy practices 
appropriated by the children to achieve specific goals or purposes. 
 
In the events that followed in Chapter Nine,  data showed how regular practices such 
as reading a storybook or making a thank you card were significant examples of 
literacy events and discourses  that illustrated the different performances and 
strategies used to achieve certain needs and wants while at the same time empowering 
themselves.  For example, the children put on different acts (submission, 
consternation, and even validation) as they learnt to negotiate literacy for different 
purposes, or as they learnt to deal with the home’s imperatives whilst maintaining 
their sense of personal identities or objectives.  Literacy was thus, a powerful tool that 
empowered not only the home’s management but also the children.  
 
As shown in Section 9.1, the children appropriated literacy to both include and 
marginalise one another, the events highlighted proved true Bourdieu’s notion of 
capital, i.e. the ability to read, write and speak in English (forms of capitals) have 
resulted in the children placing great importance on language and literacy, as they 
considered them to be ‘prestigious knowledge’. In order to gain membership to a 
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specific group, or to marginalise someone from the group, acts or theatrics were put 
on. As Goffman (1959), explains, individuals are concerned with maintaining the 
impression that they are living up to the main standards by which they are judged.  
Section 9.2 further expanded on Goffman’s notion and elaborated on the ‘material 
consequences’ of literacy and provided examples of events that showed the children 
the children as willing participants who seemed to have resorted to  means and ways 
to obtain certain privileges. For example, to find a place on the residence’s main 
whiteboard or to have their cards chosen, the children heeded closely to the 
supervisor’s requirements and expectations, even if they had different ideas or 
personal opinions as to how they would like their end product to be.   
 
Secondly, through particular daily practices, the children learned social 
responsibilities as they assimilated into society and became members of new cultural 
practices, preparing themselves for the adult world in the future. As shown in one 
particular event, nightly literacy practice empowered the children as they went 
through the act of signing for their daily allowance. Indirectly, the children had 
absolved Ruth from accusations of misappropriating their allowance. The children 
were empowered by the very action signing in the receipt book, acknowledging the 
receipt of the allowance, which seemed to suggest that they (the children) were 
particularly responsible for ensuring  that Ruth would not be accused of any incidents 
that suggested a mishandling of their allowances. This act of being socially 
responsible through performing an act of social duty in turn simulated the ‘adult’ 
world of paying one’s taxes as a general obligation incurred as a member of  a 
bureaucratised, literate society. 
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In summary, Chapter Nine  summed up the study’s overall concern, that is to make 
known the literacy practices of children living in residential care through the 
ethnography approach. In doing so, the chapter incidentally showed how literacy, 
appropriated by the children, created opportunities for the children through various 
social positioning and roles in order to gain acceptance within specific social 
networks. In conclusion, Chapter Nine’s elaboration on the  issues of power and 
identity that shaped and/or formed through reading and writing events proved that the 
material consequences of literacy, i.e. the ability to read, write and speak in English 
(forms of capitals), played an imminent role in the lives of the children in residential 
care, as they sought and created identities that enabled them  to gain membership into 




















This study was initially conceptualised with the intention to give a ‘voice’ to an 
otherwise unknown or understudied group of children- those who live in residential 
care. In the process of designing the study, I realised that while some studies have 
been done,  for example on methods of counselling, treatment for troubled children or 
youths etc., there were still so many areas with regards to life in residential care that 
to be studied. In particular, what came as a surprise was the lack of research in 
literacy, which I would have thought to be important since being literate was 
purportedly linked to  better futures. I chose to concentrate on literacy practices in a 
residential home and began the study with a broad aim in Chapter One; to examine 
literacy in an institution for abandoned, abused or neglected children. Focusing on 
concrete everyday lived literacy practices and events, this study proposed to make the 
‘invisible’ literacy practices and meaning orientations of the home visible and 
accessible (Baynham, 2004: 286-87).  
 
Related to the study’s context, a residential home for children with regulated activities 
and specific social hierarchies, the issues of power relations were unavoidable and 
thus played an imminent role when the study’s research questions were being 
designed. Inevitably, the nature of the study’s context influenced the study’s research 
questions; firstly, to explore the notions of power in the home, which in turn 
contributed to the  construction and/or definition of identities by the children who 
lived in the home as they learnt to adapt themselves socially within that particular 
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community. Secondly, in the absence of parents in residential homes, this study 
suggests other alternatives to the literacy development of these children, specifically, 
it explores the mediation of literacy through volunteers and visitors (even among the 
children themselves) who help scaffold, guide and nurture literate novices by helping 
them to read and write. 
 
In Chapter Two, I explained how this study of literacy practices within an institution 
aligned itself to the New Literacy Studies (NLS) approach which represents a new 
tradition in considering the nature of literacy, focusing not mainly on the acquisition 
of skills such as reading and writing but rather on what it means to think of literacy as 
a social practice. In Chapter Three, I used the reasonings of  Foucault, Bourdieu and 
Goffman to theorise a conceptual picture of how power is exercised or imposed in the 
institution and how identities are constructed and negotiated as a form of retaliation or 
self preservation against these forms of power.  
 
Chapter Four scaffolded the study’s research design by providing justifications and 
rationales behind the ethnographic approach. This was followed by the thick 
description in Chapter Five  and Chapter Six which highlighted the timetable, an 
important aspect of institutional life as it “regulates the home’s residents’ daily 
patterns by structuring their time so that they move from one set of skills to another 
throughout the day.” (Danaher, Schirato and Webb, 2000 p. 51-52) From the 
timetable, examples of  literacy practices and events in the home were provided for an 
overview of the home’s literacy practices.  
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With Chapter Six as a prelude to the following three chapters, Chapters Seven, Eight 
and Nine provided the necessary data to answer the study’s main research questions. 
Three different literacy situations; literacy for religious purposes, school-related 
literacy and literacy for personal purposes explained the various forms of syncretic 
literacies in the home. Data collected from taped interviews, recordings or events, 
artefacts, etc lent credence to the study’s research questions. In addition, a preferred 
form of explanatory technique was the narrative form as narratives do not just report 
events but also to evaluate them (Labov, 1972). Further, narratives provided a way to 
understand how participants construct what they do according to which ideologies and 
values and the type of self-presentation or identity work they are currently engaged in 
(Baynham 2000: 100). 
 
10.1   Findings 
Before the late 1990s and early 2000s, (cf. Gregory et al. 2004), many in-depth 
ethnographic studies of literacy development were conducted in schools and/or 
families in contrastive communities in developed nations121, and these studies 
highlighted the  significance of home literacy practices as contributing toward a 
child’s success or failure in school. However, much of these research were conducted 
in predominantly Western homes and little was known of the literacy practices in non-
Western homes nor of the unofficial literacy practices in which people engage 
(Gregory and Williams, 2000). This study in retrospect, hoped to contribute towards 
this lack of research in the non-Western  context, and provide significant findings for 
those involved in residential care or work with groups of marginalised people or the 
                                                 
121
 See Dyson, 1993, 1997; Freebody, Ludwig & Gunn et al. 1995; Gregory & Williams, 2000a, 2000b; 
Heath, 1983; Hicks, 2002; Hill, Comber, Louden, Reid & Rivalland, 1998, 2002; McNaughton, 1995, 
2002; Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzales, 1992. 
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less economically or socially disadvantaged. Among those who would benefit from 
this study are: 
i. policy makers and the Department of Social Welfare 
ii. the management and staff of residential homes 
iii. educators and volunteers or the general public who want to be involved in 
the children’s literacy 
 
In the following sections, I will discuss the implications of the study’s findings that 
have the potential for contributing to conceptual, methodological and empirical 
knowledge. The sections discusses some findings from the study which will answer 
the research questions asked in Chapter One and relate the implications of power in 
institutional contexts and how resistance was implicated in the construction of client 
identities and how this was mediated by practices of literacy. And as power relations 
influence on literacy in the home, so were there different orders of literacy that 
provided for the creation or construction of identity work. 
 
Secondly, the study called for the need to move beyond school to understand the 
broader socio-cultural contexts in which literacies are constructed. Related to the issue 
of informal types of literacy is the acceptance of other mediators of literacy within the 
specific community who mediate literacy to the children besides the children’s 
parents and school teachers. As such, non-parental involvement in the literacy 
development of children living in residential care proved that the children were   not 
at a disadvantage, especially if they had received adequate or the correct form of 
literate support  from their mentors.  Because the chapters in the thesis were in 
themselves self-conclusive and have been discussed in detail, Chapter Ten will 
 261
provide the overall concluding statements, so as not to replicate work done prior. 
However, before discussing the two research questions,  I would like to define the 
features or characteristics of institutional mediated literacy derived from  the study. 
 
10.1.1 Institutional mediated literacy 
When studying literacy in residential care, certain unique features were apparent, for 
example, institutional mediated literacy comprised  a range of variables that included  
mediators, methods  and purposes of literacy in that context. Data showed that 
institutional mediated literacy took on the following characteristics; firstly, literacy 
practices, events or activities happened in  both formal and informal situations -from 
school-type of literacy to make believe reading and writing on the board, literacy in 
an institution was syncretised to suit the different learning needs of the children. 
Another unique feature of institutionally mediated literacy was the prominent position 
of a daily timetable which not only provided a guide to the daily activities in the home 
and was a constant point of referral by the children but it also acted as an ‘invisible 
monitor’ a form of unconscious substitute for  the supervisor when she was not 
present, because it dictated what the children should be doing at designated times. 
Besides the timetable, other forms of notices were paid due attention, for example the 
two notice boards in the home provided details of appointments and social activities; 
there were also the telephone numbers of the supervisor and people in charge, in case 
of emergencies. The children knew that they needed to refer to the notice boards 
regularly to keep up with the latest activities, to check up on the volunteer(s) who may 
or may not be coming in that week, medical appointments, etc. Another feature of 
institutional mediated literacy was the providence of a common or shared reading 
room, in this case, the library, from which the children could borrow to read for their 
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private leisure. Books also helped foster relationships between the children who 
enjoyed reading aloud to one another, or when discussions were created around such 
events. Reading for leisure not only gave the children an opportunity to improve their 
reading skills, but also heightened their level of curiosity and opened up a whole new 
world which was different from their previous one.  
 
Literacy activities and events that took place in formal situations socialised the 
children into society. By taking part in conversations with volunteers and visitors, the 
children were not alienated from the outside world. Granted that they attended formal 
schooling and socialised with their friends and teachers outside the home, however,  
living in residential care limited the children from socialising freely  because there 
were rules which prohibited them to have free access outside the home at all times. 
This form of prohibition, although meaning to protect the children, did marginalize 
them from society.  On the other hand, the volunteers who came on a weekly basis not 
only helped the children in their schoolwork but also provided them with role models, 
a father/mother figure or a ‘big brother’ figure. For example, some of the children 
listed people whom they admired or looked up to, people who have helped them learn 
to speak English, for example, Caleb lists Aunty Jerry, an Australian expatriate as 
instrumental in his acquiring the ability to speak English. 
 
Finally, institutionally mediated literacy was also  dependent on the institution’s 
beliefs or ideologies, whether or not these doctrines are religious or secular, the fact is 
that these doctrines ultimately dictate the types of literature and audio visual aids 
within the institution. As with this particular home, its mission was to provide care for 
needy children and to give them a brighter future. Recognising the importance of 
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education as a means for a more positive socio-economic position within society, 
activities were planned and programs implemented to help the children with their 
schooling in the hope that they would be equipped with the necessary tools, for 
example, the abilities to read, write and speak for their future endeavours. The 
institution’s ideology, in this case, to love and care for the needy and to have faith in 
God to provide to the needs of the home which did not receive any consistent funding 
from the Government, had strongly influenced the types of literacy activities, for 
example, devotional sessions were an important feature of the week. The religious 
stance taken by the home was also primarily responsible in ensuring the appropriate 
reading materials for the children. These were sifted through by the supervisor for 
negative influences such as containing elements of violence, horror and promiscuous 
relationships, all of which were considered to be not appropriate and will bring about 
negative influences. Television programs were also carefully selected for viewing, 
although, on one occasion, the children watched a Tamil movie which contained 
violence and promiscuity, when the supervisor had returned home for the night.  
 
10.1.2 The implications of the ‘material consequences of literacy’ on power 
relations and identity works in the home 
A sense of belonging through means of identifying with a community of practice122 is 
important. During early adolescence (often defined as the ages between 10 and 15), 
young people undergo more rapid and profound personal changes than at any other 
periods of their lives (National Middle School Association, 1995). This period is 
usually accompanied by an increased urgency to form a sense of identity (Hillman, 
1991). As such, identity construction is an ongoing complex process and myriad 
                                                 
122
 Lave and Wenger (1991) proposed the concept of communities of practice as a set of relations 
among persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping 
communities of practice’ (p. 98) 
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factors influence the ways that early adolescents develop identities. To become 
members of different communities, the children in the home make attempts to 
syncretise various languages, literacies and role relationships appropriate to different 
social groups resulting in the opportunity to transform existing language, literacies 
and practices to create new forms (syncretism) for specific or relevant purposes. 
Further, the various ways of  participation and how they were constructed in relation 
to  the value of language and literacy could be understood as a social and cultural  
practice in empowering the learners when they negotiated or created membership into 
a certain community, in this case a community of learners123 since being literate was 
considered a form of capital in the home.  
 
Data from Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine showed that parties with capitals (material 
and/or symbolic) for example, the supervisor who was in a managerial position, or a 
child who had better reading and writing skills, were bequeathed with respect or had  
better or choice social standings, compared to those with less or no capital. In other 
words, in the residential home, one’s social position in particular depended on the 
amount of capital one possessed. As the home was assumed to be a cultural field, the 
person who had the necessary symbolic capital such as authoritative power, wielded 
the most power. Similarly,  the child with the desired material capital, in particular if 
he or she had the literacy skills that enabled him or her to read and write more fluently 
than the others would be placed higher on the social hierarchy.  As social positions 
seemed to matter to the children, they considered the ability to read, write and speak 
particularly in English essential in helping place them on desired social standings; as 
such the acquirement of language and literacy was ‘prestigious knowledge’.  Luke 
                                                 
123
 This concept is interpreted and implemented by Rogoff et al. (2001) within the specific context of 
formal and informal interactions in a school for young children. 
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(2004) calls this the ‘material consequences of literacy’; the children placed great  
importance on language and literacy, as they considered them to be a form of 
‘prestigious knowledge’ and a symbolic resource which may be tied to the ability to 
gain access to, and exercise, power (Pavlenko & Blackridge, 2004).   
Through the appropriation of literacy events, the children negotiated, built, created 
identities to gain access to desired social networks. Goffman’s (1959) discussion of 
'performance' offered relevant concepts to study, in particular, ‘theatre’ which 
comprises the ‘stage’  props', 'interaction', 'appearances', and 'actors' point(s) of view' 
that was especially important to systematise the different orders of literacy that took 
place. As Goffman (1959) explains, individuals are concerned with maintaining the 
impression that they are living up to the main standards by which they are judged. 
Literacy was thus, one main reason that helped construct the various identities among 
the children in the home, for example, a child’ could be popular just because he or she 
possessed that prestigious knowledge. In order to access desired social status, the 
informants appropriated literacy according to different orders, for example, when with 
an adult mediator, the children may act differently as compared to when they were 
with their peers. Literacy events as such, mediated institutional power that was 
exerted in different capacities by adults or fellow peers who held relevant social 
positions. 
 
Interviews with the children revealed that language and literacy were important 
aspects in re-fashioning identities in order to acquire desired social status and 
positions. The significance of both material and symbolic capital is explicated through 
various examples of how language and literacy are viewed as forms of prestige where 
whoever could read, write or was proficient in a particular language was admired. As 
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Toohey (2000, p.8) suggests, “having a literate identity is not simply a matter of being 
‘in’; more importantly, it is a matter of where one is placed within a socio-cultural 
context.” These events and stories underscores the need for positioning oneself as 
literate for  in order to be part of the ‘in’ group, one has to be able to engage in their 
practices (Gee, 2001). The narratives obtained through  the children’s interviews also 
went to show that the children were capable of distinguishing the importance of one 
language over  another, to them, English had both forms of cultural and symbolic 
capital and was essential in the formation of identity, solidarity and access to a better 
life. To be precise, the  children’s voices that were heard revealed a complex 
heterogeneity of reasons suggested that the underlying reason for  the children’s 
desire to possess the necessary literate and communicative skills was to in order to 
and overcome their  perception of negative social positioning, and  to become what 
Bourdieu (1991) might call ‘legitimately’ literate.  A concern among the children was 
to present themselves as someone who could speak in English because being able to 
communicate effectively gave an impression of  a learned person. Speaking in English 
empowered him or her and gave a place in a society which was not a part of his life 
until coming to live in the home. On the other hand, one could ‘hide’ the fact that one 
is unable to read and write unless confronted with texts but if one could not speak, 
then his ‘true’ identity would be revealed. The role of language is not the same in all 
societies but it often includes the identification or marking of social categories and a 
form of symbolic capital. In Icheiser’s (1949) terms, the individual will have to act so 
that he intentionally or unintentionally expresses himself, and the others will have to 
be impressed in some way by him.  
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10.1.3 Implications of non-parental intervention as mediators of syncretic 
literacies in the home  
In the home, the children came from different social and cultural backgrounds, 
resulting in the diverseness of literacy practices that co-existed synchronically i.e., the 
syncretic literacy practices  that incorporated the diverse traditions, values, beliefs, 
practices, identities, and other material resources. In earlier chapters of the thesis, the 
study of literacy and language learning in the home showed literacy syncretised from 
a variety of sources and took on different forms. These syncretic literacies answered 
calls for the consideration of findings of the different types of literacy that occur in 
spaces that are non mainstream which are highly relevant to research in home and 
community languages and literacy practices (Gregory et al., 2004). As such, this study 
considered a wider framework for literacy studies among children by moving beyond 
the paradigm of parental and school involvement. Consequently,  this study’s research 
and practice was grounded in sociocultural theory (Lave and Wenger 1991; Rogoff et 
al.1996) to include not only the different practices, but also,  shifted and broadened 
the focus to the learner’s active appropriation of valued cultural practices and 
knowledge a social context.  
 
In contrast to the abundance of research done on the vital role of parents in their 
children’s literacy events or practices, little is known about the literacy events or 
practices of children who live in residential care and the community. Current home 
reading programs, particularly, in the west, assume parental participation rather than 
involvement by the wider family or community of which the child is part of. As the 
study’s context was that of an institution, there was also the need  to find out an 
alternative to the general assumption which acknowledges the central role of parents 
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in children’s literacy development (Taylor, 1983; Weinberger, 1993). Therefore, the 
relevance of non-parental intervention in literacy became a second focus in this study, 
i.e. the role or significance of non parental presences or mediators in the home. This 
study argues that although it is an undisputed fact that parents scaffold the early 
literacy development of their children, in the case of children who do not have a 
parent or parents, other mediators of literacy, for example, the home’s management, 
volunteers and even among the children themselves, played significant roles in 
successfully helping a group of children in a home acquire the necessary literacy 
skills. In summary, this study proposed an alternative opinion to parental mediation 
and highlights the efforts of various people who were not family members but 
members of the community who were responsible for the children’s literacy. Like the 
recent studies which have highlighted the special role which may be played by older 
siblings in the home environment (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Zukow, 1989; Perez et 
al., 1994; Gregory, 1998), the vignettes in the study have also shown how some 
children in the residential home acted as mediators of literacy and they further proved 
to be influential in socialising the other children to societal practices.  
Contact with the community also offered the opportunity of access to people outside 
the home, and provided meaningful incidences for the children to relate to others from 
the opposite sex or different ages, classes or social backgrounds (which may not be 
represented inside the home).  The community therefore, not only provided an 
altruistic role in caring for the children but functioned practically through contributing 
to the social development of children as social beings; one example would be bridging 
the social divide between the children and the community.   
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Having drawn from example of the various ‘literacy events’ (Heath 1982), this study 
inevitably concluded that the scope of mediators be extended to include peers and 
siblings, members of the community, fellow participants who played important roles 
in scaffolding the learning process of those with  less literacy capabilities. In 
summary,  learning in the home takes place in co-participation and mediated by other 
people. As  more recent studies have shown, children take on or are given more 
responsibilities and appropriate an increasingly advanced understanding of managing 
the intellectual problems of their community (Rogoff, 1990). This study has shown 
that while adults played significant roles in the children’s literacy development, it is 
the children themselves who helped scaffold the learning process for one another. Be 
it during study time when the older children helped the younger ones with their 
homework or the more ‘clever’ ones helped the others figure out a word or spell out a 
word, or when those who pretended to read and tried to ‘teach’ another child to read 
and write, it was within this micro community of learners who provided the necessary 
help and support, thus making the process of literacy development almost independent 
of adult support or supervision.  
10.1.4 Practical implications to the study of institutional mediated literacy 
The major task of residential child care is to take care of children who cannot live 
with their own families or were placed in the home since birth. The identification of 
specific needs is a very complex activity, requiring a thorough analysis of the care 
system, for example, the placement of the child, the residential period as well as the 
eventual separation period. Within the residential period, there are many issues which 
need to be attended to, such as, the children’s time of adjusting to their new 
environment and their subsequent assimilation into the home and their ‘new family’.  
 270
Placement in a home is not sufficient in itself. The social costs associated with placing 
troubled children in residential care will be high unless minimum guarantees are given 
that ensure basic literacy and educational achievement, life skills and moral training, 
respite counselling in the aftermath of abuse, abandonment, death of a parent, and 
vocational opportunities that offer pathways for a productive future. So how does the 
study on the literacy practices and events of children in residential care impact on all 
parties.  
 
Firstly, because literacy is a social and cultural practice, the documentation and 
analysis of the practices and events provided important insights into the lives of those 
involved in the home. For example, how did the possession of capital relate to the 
determination of the lifestyles of those living in the home? To answer this question, I 
turn to the home’s  supervisor whose ideologies played a crucial role in determining 
the choice of printed texts or  audio visual materials could or could not be accessed. 
To elucidate Foucault’s insights of power and domination, domination is secured 
through compliance- to achieve compliance (or obedience) from the children, 
constrains are imposed through setting up limits, boundaries, achieved through 
prescribed texts and leisure activities. Ultimately, the children are prohibited access to 
other genres of texts and visuals- this could limit their knowledge of the world, for 
example, they would only be exposed to religious forms of literature, or lifestyles and 
grow to believe that this is the only acceptable form of lifestyle. In summary, the 
ideologies of a home should take into consideration the various aspects of social 
practices and include both positive religious and secular elements in the daily running 
of the home. This could in turn, enable the children to be better prepared for life after   
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leaving the home, they should be able to adjust socially within a society which is not 
made up of one particular religious group of people with one particular lifestyle.  
 
Secondly, the explorations of literacy practices in the institution were both formalised 
and non-formalised, and as such would provide invaluable  insights to both the 
school’s the pedagogical implications to teaching and learning as well as the 
institution’s literacy programmes. As explained in Chapters Seven and Eight 
predominantly, various forms of teaching and learning took place, some were ‘school-
like’ such as mirroring a typical class in session, others included songs, jokes, pictures 
that made learning more interesting and less threatening. Whatever or however the 
methods, the events proved that there was not one ‘correct’ or prescribed method to 
teach or learn, and that as literacy was syncretised in various forms and methods, what 
was important was the fact that learning did in fact take place in the home and the 
children were privy to the different forms of teaching and learning. Finally, mention 
must be made with regards to the many believe play sessions where children who 
could not read or write or had very limited literacy skills, pretended to be 
accomplished readers. From these events, it is relevant to note how children perceive 
being literate- that as Bourdieu suggested, in asserting linguistic capital through a 
literacy practice, a person makes a social claim to authority. In addition, it is 
important to note that children were aware of their surroundings, that they were 
observing and learning, and from their realistic imitation of teachers, it seemed as if 
they could appreciate and understand the workings of a particular construct, in these 
instances, of teaching sessions. In summary, whilst formal and informal teaching and 
learning are crucial to a child, play sessions must also be incorporated as they provide 
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them with opportunities to access spaces and identities that are otherwise beyond 
reach. 
 
10.2 The Study’s limitations and moving forward 
Due to practical constraints not uncommon to ethnographic studies, for example, the 
enormity of data, time and the researcher’s personal physical limitations, fieldwork 
could only be carried out with one site and this resulted in some areas that were under 
investigated or even neglected such as issues of gender in the advent of the events or 
age as another significant variable that was not fully explored.  From the events 
investigated, no mention was made on how the older girls, Sarah and Hannah 
appropriated literacy for their own personal gains. There was also very little mention 
on how they (the older girls) felt of their literate skills and if they had to take on 
various identities in order to fit in with the other children. It would have been 
interesting to find out if they felt inadequate (as compared to Carmen and Matthew 
who were much younger, but more accomplished readers and writers), and if the 
desire to want to fit in and be accepted happened only amongst children of the same 
age group. 
 
Given the unexplored variables above,  I personally felt that an obvious limitation to 
the study was that it comprised only one site resulting in my being unable to draw 
parallel examples from other homes to make or give comparisons. While working on 
one site provided a rather neat and complete description of residential life of one 
particular home, it did not provide the reader with data of other alternate homes, for 
example, if ideologies determined  the daily lives and consequently the types of 
literacy practices? How did state-run homes, homes that were not religiously inclined 
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go about their daily activities? What were the ideologies of such homes then?  Were 
there similar literacy practices such as tuition classes, reading events in all homes that 
benefited the residents? As a result of  limiting this study to  one particular home,  
these questions could not be answered,  I was unable to find out if  residential homes 
in Malaysia  practiced uniformed literacy activities. This find would be beneficial as 
comparisons could be made to ascertain the effectiveness of one home’s literacy 
program and how other homes could benefit from this information.   
 
Thus, moving on with this study, for the purpose of future studies on literacy in 
residential care, we should consider the inclusion of different residential homes 
(private and state-run ones) in order to carry the study of literacy in residential care a 
step forward.   With a wider representation of homes, researchers could compare and 
contrast the different activities and to be more specific the literacy practices of each 
home. And if the overall intention is to  ensure that these children are not 
disadvantaged or marginalised, the outcome of this wider representation would be 
able find out if all homes practised similar literacy practices, and if not, suggestions 
could be made that for Social Welfare Department to create uniformed literacy 
programs for all residential care residences, so that none will be at a disadvantage.   
Through the examples and analysis of the literacy activities,  certain activities  should 
be  made compulsory for all homes, for example, tutoring sessions, reading activities. 
There should also be specific guidelines for all homes to adhere to concerning the 
activities, the types of volunteers and even the reading materials to be made available 




10.3 Concluding thoughts and reflections 
As mentioned at the beginning of Chapter 10, it was not this study’s intention to 
reveal the weaknesses of a certain  system, in this case the state of the  social welfare 
in Malaysia. Rather it desired to find out how social institutions impacted on literacy 
and if literacy played a role in shaping identities, creating opportunities and 
socialising a marginalized community into society.  
 
Early research ignored the social context of the acquisition and use of literacy, 
treating is instead as a neutral technology. However, social studies of literacy have 
revealed ‘the coupling of literacy and power’ (Bartlett, 2003). Freire called for 
students to “read the word and the world” (Freire 1970)  As Bourdieu suggested with 
his concepts of habitus, markets and capitals, one’s place in the hierarchy of society is 
determined by what one ‘knows’ and ‘has’. As the examples in the data chapters have 
shown, ‘becoming literate’ is as much about ‘passing’ for literate as it is about 
learning to read, and identity work invokes personal social change which could then 
be used to challenge and overcome ascribed positional identities which have been 
rooted in social structures such as race and class. In other words, in the vein of power 
and literacy, we may assume that literacy leads to empowerment which inevitably 
effects identities. 
 
The children’s syncretic literacy practices provided the opportunity for us to look at 
the ways in which learning takes place within cultural contexts and the strong link 
between the formal school-oriented and informal home learning that offered an 
opportunity for close interaction between the children and the mediators. The study 
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also revealed that work and play were in fact interrelated and this had helped scaffold 
learning and what counts as learning. From the events and vignettes provided, it was 
clear that the children were already familiar with a school-oriented approach to 
literacy as they participated in playful encounters that in turn, provided a form of 
scaffold for learning. As some of the children had yet to enter school, they would 
recognise familiar patterns of interaction around books and would be aided to make a 
more smooth transition into the world of the classroom and school. For those who 
were still struggling with their learning, these events and vignettes provided the 
opportunity to help develop self confidence in their personal learning, for as they 
provided strategies to support a younger peer, they learnt to be aware of the intricacies 
of texts and acts of literacy. Further, the study looked at the implications of these 
practices as they are appropriated for different purposes to meet the different needs of 
the parties involved. Following a social cultural theory of learning and development 
(Luria 1976; Vygotsky 1978; Scribner 1985; Wertsch 1985), the study addressed the 
importance of looking beyond the classrooms.  In recent years, several researchers 
have emphasised the importance of considering the literacy practices outside of 
formalised institutions, particularly, the school, in order to understand the literacy 
crisis within the classroom (Heath 1983; Resnick 1990; Purcell-Gates 1995; 
McMillon and Edwards 2000). Key challenges face literacy education at this time and 
in two factors, equity and social justice underpin these challenges. As gaps between 
the rich and poor grow, it is important to guarantee a quality free public education as a 
right of every child and to ensure that the contemporary ‘new basics’ (Luke, 1999) are 
offered to all children and that all children are taught or are privy to all rich forms of 
literacy, regardless of their  social or economic backgrounds. In order to provide for 
this, we need to understand the different literacy practices in different social context 
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and how this in turn impacts upon their lives; for my thesis, I concentrated on a 
specific community of children that could be categorised as economically under 
privileged. Findings from the study showed that in the home, children and adults 
explicitly (and implicitly) collaborated, “transforming their understanding, roles, 
responsibilities as they participate[d]’ in significant joint literacy related activities” 
(Rogoff et al. 1996: 390). While the adults were recognised as having the primary 
guides in the children’s learning process, the children showed their capabilities in 
taking leadership in the ongoing reinvention of their practices. The main two points 
discussed above provided areas of challenge and opportunities to the study of literacy 
which in turn, has the capability to enhance the children’s capabilities for negotiation, 
communication and mutual respect not only amongst themselves, but to society as 
well.   
 
Finally, this thesis has shown the wealth of learning that goes on in a residential 
home, when children who have inadvertently been marginalised by the mainstream 
society are given opportunities to learning and inevitably, have a better chance at  
success in their future undertakings once they leave the home. 
 
In a speech124 made by the then 4th Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dr Mahathir 
Mohamad, he said:-  
“the ultimate objective that we should aim for is a Malaysia that is a fully 
developed country by the year 2020”. Malaysia should not be developed only 
in the economic sense. It must be a nation that is fully developed along all the 
dimensions: economically, politically, socially, spiritually, psychologically 
and culturally. We must be fully developed in terms of national unity and 
social cohesion, in terms of our economy, in terms of social justice, political 
                                                 
124
 The following is a complete text of the Working Paper - The Way Forward presented by the Prime 
Minister of Malaysia,  Dr Mahathir Mohamad at the Malaysian Business Council199. 
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stability, system of government, quality of life, social and spiritual values, 
national pride and confidence.”   
 
For Malaysia to achieve this dream otherwise familiar to all Malaysians as ‘Vision 
2020’, some measures were outlined in order to lay the foundations for the long 
journey towards that ultimate objective. Among them was the seventh strategic 
objective which sought to establish a “fully caring society and a caring culture, a 
social system in which society will come before self, in which the welfare of the 
people will revolve not only around the state or the individual but around a strong and 
resilient family system.” (Sarji, 1997: 452)   
 
According to Street (1995), if we wish to understand the nature and the meanings of 
literacy in our lives, then we need to do more research that focuses on literacy in the 
community – in its broadest sense- and on the ideological rather than the educational 
implications of the communicative practices in which it is embedded.   In conclusion, 
research from this study gives focus on the community rather than the school in 
general, associating literacy acquisition with the children’s development of specific 
social identities and positions. The community participates in the construction of the 
children’s identities and social constructs. The implications therefore, should create an 
awareness in researchers to further research the relationship, influence, and/or impact 
of   the community in the lives of the children who live in residential care. This is 
essential because society should be made aware of their potentials, responsibilities, 
etc. towards children who do not have families to help them in their literacy 
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Standing behind (left to right) Mei, Matthew, Hannah, Sarah 
Middle row (left to right) Carmen, Caleb, Gaya, Kay, Kristina 
Front row (standing ) Herbert (left), Megala (right) 
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Interview with the supervisor on the children’s background, learning abilities, 





S Maybe I’ll just start with S, H and M.C. These three are siblings, 
they’re orphans, M.C’s mother passed away when he was only two 
years old and then the father passed away three years ago and so 
they come from a very poor background, village, there are six of 
them in a family but the other three were apparently sold away to 
other people because the parents were too poor and sickly to take 
care of them. 
1 
 But sometimes they can still remember they had other brother and 
sisters, not in touch with them. Some of then were around nine ten, 
infact M.C. did a drawing one time and he drew a picture of a small 
boy playing with angel wings, at first we didn’t know what it was, so 
we asked him what the drawing meant. He said that’s my brother and 
he’s playing with angel’s wings. Its quite strange, right? But from 
there, we can of deduced that he misses his brother or he believes 
that angels are watching over him. So that. We always thought they 
were not connected. 
2 
S They were very poor, also pretty wild because of the lack of parental, 
even their own relatives, aunties uncles, they didn’t want to take care 
of them, so they were brought to a church pastor and from there they 
informed us that there were three orphans who were looking for a 
home.  
3 
 They were wild in the sense because they would go in and out of the 
house as and when they fancied, they would cycle around, wont go to 
school, ,steal things from neighbours, come back late at night, go out 
with their friends. 
4 
 From what I gathered, they never went much to school they had to 
stay at home, do the cooking, they were like a mother to M.C., S and 
H were like a mother, because the mother passed away when he was 
very young, and they were also a bit quarrelsome, tend to shout at 
one another, that’s how they were brought up. 
5 
S Ok, C.L.’s father and grandmother passed away, the mother has 
already left the father when he was a baby because the father was 
abusing her, beaten her up. When the father and grandmother passed 
away, he was passed to his aunties who didn’t want him, so he was 
sent to do odd jobs, the last job was looking after people’s goats, so 
when one of the goats got lost, he paniced and ran away because he 
knew that he was going to be punished, so he found his way to batu 
Tiga in Shah Alam, took a train from Seremban, from there he asked 
a stranger for directions, he was finally taken to the social welfare 
until he ended here. After a few months trying to look for his mother, 
they published his picture, asking for relatives to come forward and 
his mother did but she didn’t want him because she had already 
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remarried and has her own family and there’s no bond, once she 
tried taking him back after his grandmother passed away  but he ran 
away. 
 He went to school for two months but because of his discipline 
behaviour, he was suspended from the school 
7 
 M.M. and K.K., both sisters, single mother, father was never a 
responsible guy, because of the gambling debts, he’s always been 
living off the wife.  
8 
 The mother is a lorry driver, working from morning till dawn, 
delivering ice to different coffee shops and she has to work almost the 
year, she has very litte days off. 
9 
 The reason we took them in was because M.M. was in a dangerous 
position, they found her in the worker’s quarters and M.M. said he 
had evil intentions, lured her there, took off his clothes, she was 
saved in the nick of time, so she knows it was very dangerous leaving 
them in the factory, there were so many Bangladeshi workers around.  
 
10 
 M.M.’s very naïve, K.K. was sent to a babysitter who runs a 
gambling den, so it wasn’t a very healthy environment for a child to 
grow up in, she was helping to wash cups and dishes, for those 
people who come to gamble and she picked up some foul languages, 
learnt to lie, so that was the reason we thought we should save them 
from this environment until the mother is able to provide them with a 
more conducive environment. 
11 
 C, also from a single mother background, father rejected her when 
she was  a baby, father was a womaniser and although they were not 
legally married, but the mother just one day walked out because she 
couldn’t take  his adulterous ways. She has incurred a lot of debts, 
put her at baby sitters around the clock, seven days a week. So right 
now she’s trying to get back on her feet, but the work that she does is 
not very good, confidentially, like working in the bars. 
12 
 G, K and H.B. are three orphans, they were at first abandoned by 
both orphans, the grandmother has ot take charge of them because 
both parents were no where to be found. Last year, the father came to 
visit them, he was an alcoholic, he was dying he had liver cancer, the 
next day, he passed away, he was actually living in a rehab center. 
13 
 A few months later they found that their mother had also passed 
away, the mother had been emotionally unstable, left without a word, 
very irresponsible parents, from hospital records, she was just buried 
because they couldn’t find any relatives, they couldn’t find any 
identification on her.  
14 
 So their grandmother is working here now, she’s a battered wife, her 
husband has been abusing her for thirty years and they were referred 
to me together with the grandmother by AWAM (all women action 
society), they needed protection. She couldn’t take care of them, she 
was sickly, at the same time, their kampong house had been 
demolished so they had no house to live in. 
15 
 M.G. is an orphan, her dad is not even registered in the birth cert, 
her  mum brought her to see me, just before she died. She was 
referred to me by the Malaysian care AIDS department. When the 
16 
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father died, they discovered he had AIDS so they investigated his 
background and found M.G.’s mum, was also infected, she had HIV 
positive, she died last year October. Prior to that, she had brought 
her to see the place, she was very happy she found a good home for 
M.G. The mother was doing odd jobs. She very much pampered M.G. 
that she wasn’t independent when she came in, she couldn’t even take 
care of herself, she couldn’t even wash herself, change clothe 
properly, take care of her own belonging, she cant read and write. 
 We don’t know if he was a drug addict, just that he died in prison for 
petty crime. 
17 
R Maybe we just talk about their school performance 18 
S Generally all the children are very weak in their studies, hey bring 
home E’s. One child came home with a big smile on his face and told 
me, Aunty J, I got an A, I’m very happy. But when I saw how he read 
the A, it was actually an E, so he couldn’t even differentiate an A 
from an E.  
19 
 Many of them because of their background have missed school, they 
have not been going to school, even G, K and H.B., they were not in 
school, even when G was nine years old, she came and joined the 
home, we had to reapply to get them into school. Caleb no education, 
when K.K.i came in she was six, I put her in kindergarten, M.M., was 
nine, I put her in Chinese school, but she couldn’t read and write, so 
we had to transfer her to a Bahasa Medium school, so I could coach 
her. K.K. had a good start because she started  from kindergarten. 
20 
 C is good, bright child because apparently, her mum did her best to 
put her in a very good kindergarten, where she learnt phonics, she 
actually borrowed money to put her in a good school. Apart from 
that, she has been fostered by an Australian family for most 
weekends, this has been going on for about a year, so the exposure to  
the English speaking environment is very good so you can find that 
she’s a very confident child, she always gets an A for her English, she 
can read very well and loves to read but her Bahasa and 
Mathematics she’s not very interested, so we have to help her. 
21 
 G, K and H.B. lacked the foundation, they couldn’t read or speak a 
word of English when they first came in, M.G. too, according to the 
comments by the teacher in the school, she’s also very slow, not 
responsive. 
22 
R They seem pretty fluent now in English though, but I realise that 
when you’re not around they speak Tamil. Yesterday night they were 
going on and on in Tamil and they like to crowd around Y and they 
just chat, whether the others know or not, they were just chatting in 
Tamil all the time. 
23 
S That’s one thing I’m trying to discourage, but I’m trying to enforce. 24 
R Is this a regular habit? 25 
S It’s a regular habit,  26 
R Annie? 27 
S Annie speaks English. 28 
R  But do they speak Tamil when Annie’s around? 29 
S I try to have shifts for them, so that when’s around, I’ve been trying 
to tell them to speak to her in English  or Bahasa because she can 
30 
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understand but I thinks its something they are familiar with, 
comfortable with, and in a relaxed mood.. 
 On the other hand, I don’t want to  completely cut off their mother 
tongue so that they have the advantage to know the different 
languages. 
31 
R Becoz I feel that, I noticed I think Y being there sort of reminds them 
of their mother or grandmother because they’re all Indian children, 
even M.C. the three of them, the two girls will speak Tamil to Y. 
32 
S How long was this going on, I mean last night? 33 
R The whole time,  34 
S Did they do anything last night, like study? 35 
R Some of them were doing their homework, some of them were just 
lounging around chatting with Y. 
36 
S The two big girls? 37 
R Ya, some of them were reading, they were all doing different things, a 
few were reading in one corner, like G and C were reading story 
books, because they remembered what was taught, what was read to 
them in the earlier session, so they were taking out some books and 
referring to them. So they were doing  different things  
38 
S What were the two big girls doing? 39 
R The two big girls were talking to the smaller ones and they were 
helping take care of Steven but later they were doing their homework, 
they went upstairs to do their homework cause I went upstairs plus 
M.M. 
40 
 I think Y being there makes them sort of not disciplined because 
maybe she reminds them of home and they forget themselves and they 
relax and they become like children and start doing all their 
nonsense with her, like chatting and laughing and running around. 
But also maybe the three of them are related with Y so the familiarity 
is there,  
41 
S Ya, this can be a sensitive issue as well because with her own 
grandchildren there, sometimes we have to be a bit watchful that 
there’re no favourtism and this three will not speak Tamil all the 
time, sometimes they manja her a lot. 
42 
R Their language, how did they learn when they first came to the home 
and now? Are there any marked differences? 
43 
S Ya, marked differences, in terms of lang development, all of them 
could hardly speak a word of English except for C, they were 
conversant in Bahasa, I spoke to them in Bahasa, some of them in 
Cantonese and Mandarin. Gradually, we found they picked up the 
language very naturally. 
44 
 I think its more of the environment, we speak English, we pray we 
also have people coming in to talk to them, groups coming in to 
organise functions, outings, to the zoo, to the church, the science 
centre, they became exposed, so all the week round they were 
constantly exposed to the environment where English is being 
spoken, and they were also being taught through books, and we also 
let them watch videos where English is a lesson in a story form, and 




R So the home environment plays a very big part here right compared 
to the school? 
46 
S Yes, the school Bahasa is the main medium of instruction whereas in 
the home, English is the main medium of instruction 
 
47 
R So was it like they slowly learnt it up? 48 
S Slowly, it was not an overnight thing, we found that they slowly 
picked up words here, or someday one day, they would completely 
rattle off in a complete sentence, and we would praise them and 
encourage them and say ‘wow you c an speak English well and 
they’re very happy when you do that, so they will try and speak the 
language more often. 
49 
R In school? 50 
S In school it’s a mixture, they would gravitate towards friends that are 
I would say , for example and they have Indian friends and they may 
speak Bahasa and Tamil but English they speak in  church 
51 
 They go to children’s church, the older ones go to youth, again 
English is the main medium 
52 
 When they first came, they were reserved, a bit hostile actually, had 
to draw them out, the other children helped a lot, they take on the 
responsibility of being a bigger brother or sister to the child, they 
help each other 
53 
R Besides that, what other ways, for example to read and write, like 
C.L., now he seems to be reading some books… 
54 
S Its exposure because sometimes we get them worksheets, books we 
get them to work on, we read to them, from there, the simple start is 
letters and sounds, we teach them how to blend, so we also depend a 
lot on volunteers to come and reinforce what’s been taught, 
occasionally, when I take them out, I teach them phonics by looking 
at sign boards along the road, sometimes I ask them to take a book 
along so I can teach them, sing songs that have phonic sounds, they 
like singing, I find that books alone, they are not that interested 
55 
R Besides you are there anybody else that play a role in their 
development? 
56 
S Of course its not just me, there are volunteers, tutors that come, I got 
English ladies, Australian ladies that speak the accent is very 
distinct, by having them come every week to speak to the children, 
and the children, they like these particular volunteers so in order to 
converse with these people, they have really made an effort because 
these Australians cant speak any other language so they are forced to 
speak English to them.  
57 
 Usually they come and teach the English 58 
R So these children get English lessons from people who speak English 59 
S Usually, they’re in a small group, two or three, then she would take 
some time to talk to the other children, give them some time 
60 
R Besides them? 61 
S Of course my family, I take them back some of them to spend the 
weekend with my family so we speak English most of the time, so they 
adopt the language, when we order food, when we talk, we do 
devotion with them. 
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 We also have fostered them out to families, that helps too. 63 
R What about the other subjects? Are they motivated to do well in 
school? 
64 
S Actually, no. I find that they do not take out their books, but when I 
say I’m going to check their bags, they remember they have 
homework, that  kind of effort I have to put in . 
65 
 A time table to make sure they do their work, in a sense I push them 
but they’re not motivated on their won. 
66 
R Why do you think they’re not motivated? 67 
S For a start, they’re very poor, in school the teachers don’t bother to 
mark their work, The teachers leave them alone, so they feel that if 
the teachers don’t bother, why should I bother and then I think 
sometimes they keep trying but some of them get zero. So they look 
out of the windows and are not motivated. 
68 
 The bigger girls, when they leave, they want to do some thing that 
doesn’t require Maths, like hairdressing, they;’re better with their 
hands like cooking, they like to plait their hair, pluck eyebrows, girl 
things 
69 
 The girls don’t seem to grasp any concepts the teachers say, of 
course not that they can speak English, there some improvement, but 
other subjects there’s no improvement. 
70 
R But why do you think that even when there are people paying them 
attention and all that 
71 
S One of my volunteers say they are a bit dull 72 
R What about people who come every week? Do you think they play a 
role? 
73 
S Yes, of course, there are some volunteers who come to cook, some 
teach them how to sew, of course language is involved, and its learnt 
in a practical way where it is caught, example when they teach the 
children how to cook, they explain what to do and some teach them 
how to play the guitar, sing songs, language is involved 
74 
R What about the tuition, do they follow a timetable or when you’re 
around only? 
75 
S No, I have a timetable that is placed on the wall and they’re 
supposed to stick to the timetable? 
76 
R But do they follow it? 77 
S When I’m around I try and enforce it, but when I’m not around I 
leave it to the staff and sometimes I do encounter problems, like Y is 
not very educated and its sometimes very hard for her not to see what 
our goals are…to help the children, and she sometimes needs 
company, so I have to tell her, please don’t get the big girls to do the 
housework, I need them to study, so there’s conflict there/I mean 
when its time to study and she’s asking them to help in the kitchen, I 
mean there’re certain times, but when the tutors are around, don’t 
call them, so I always step in. 
78 
 The tutors are regulars. They are very excited when the volunteers 
come, they look forward to having visitors, especially things like 
music, art, reading, you find that they light up, they look forward to 
these visits, but of course when its like some serious things, they’ll 
ask them to help with their homework,  like when they’re studying for 
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their exams, they’re more interested to getting the answers to help 
them with their homework. So that’s how they respond to the visitors. 
 Their main concern is to get the visitors to help with their homework. 80 
R The number of children, why this number? 81 
S Basically, we want this to be like a home, a foster family and we 
know if there’re too many we would not be able to provide the quality 
care and we want to disciple them, we’re hoping to impart to these 
people character development, time for them to grown, we’re trying 
to enforce devotions everyday, a big group is very hard, we had 
twenty at one time and it was very hard, they kept getting on each 
other’s nerves because too many of them in one room. We stagger 
taking the children in. 
82 
S Compassion home was set up for children without parental love, also 
we were moved with what Jesus said, He saw the people like sheep 
without a shepherd and we felt the same, we saw the children. The 
mission was to demonstrate God’s love to them and also to provide 
them with shelter, care, food and to develop them holistically not just 
physically, but also The genre or type of event is also likened to a 
classroom or Sunday School class with the existence of a teacher and 
the students and is apparent because some form of teaching is taking 
place.  after leaving the home, they would still have the knowledge of 






































S Ask me a question? 1 
R Ya, the question about M.G and her disinterest in her schoolwork 2 
S Hmm, yes, M.G when she came to me, she had hardly any 
foundation.  
3 
 She could barely read and write as you know, her parents died of 
Aids, infact she doesn’t know her father, her  father left her when 
her mother was carrying her in the womb, later he died in prison 
but M.G.’s mother was also infected with Aids and she was very 
sickly so I suppose in terms of care, her mother was always in 
hospital 
 
R Ok… 4 
S Ya, so I suppose with that huh, her hygiene, cleanliness was also 
affected, she doesn’t seem to know how to take care of herself much 
less read and write, that would have been the lesser priority by her 
mother. The mother was basically interested in surviving. So when 
she came to me, I was surprised to find a picture of her in a 
kindergarten suit with a graduation cap… 
5 
R Oh… 6 
S Ya, she could not read and write you know 7 
R How old was she when she came? 8 
S Seven, and then of course the other kids were always teasing her, 
getting very upset about  her hygiene problems, she ends up taking 
their panties to wear, their clothes, her old clothes she doesn’t want 
to wash, she ends up throwing them away, she chucks them in the 
cupboard, she uses other people’s things, so there’s been a not 
good relationship between her and the other girls, because of her 
untidiness…so she ends up being teased by them, bullied, ah and 
then in school, I’ve gone to school to chat with the teachers and 
found that she’s not responsive in class, she doesn’t do her 
homework, she’s always scribbling in her book, so when she comes 
back from school and I try to check her homework, there’s hardly 
anything for me to check because all I have is these big question 
marks that says finish your homework. 
9 
R Oh, what does she scribble in her book? 10 
S Mainly its just drawings, sometimes its just something not legible, 
she writes and she writes letters without any meaning,  sometimes 
she may be copying from the board but she’s copying a little bit 
here and a little bit there and she misses the lines and numbers are 
floating in every part of the page, they’re not strung out together 
properly to form either a question or equation … 
11 
R What about the alphabets, does she recognise them? 12 
S Yes, she can copy, she can copy but sometimes she cannot 
recognise all the alphabets 
13 
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R Ok 14 
S Hmm…and then on top of that I find that she’s also at the bottom 
class and the teacher there seems to have given up on the children 
because they are naughty and uncontrollable and because eof that 
they have this sort of attitude, they just teach, they don’t seem to 
mark the homework, they don’t seem to be teaching at all, 
sometimes they sit on the table and look at the children running 
around, fighting,  
15 
R So when you visit M.G. and go to the school, how’s her classroom 
like?  
16 
 Because I’ve been to the Subang Jaya school before and the best 
class is always really nicely decorated and the worst class is 
always downstairs where people walk through, noisy, no fan, you  
know the best class has two three ceiling fans, they’re the cream, 
the bottom classes are really bad. 
 
 Is her class like that? 17 
S No, it’s a normal classroom size, standard classroom, except that 
it’s a little untidy, the chairs, tables are not properly arranged, it 
seemed that a little unattractive because I didn’t see too many 
things on the boards 
18 
R And how about M.G. in her classroom? What are the children like 
there? 
 
S I saw a lot of Malays and Indians, hmm, very noisy, the 
classroom,… 
19 
 The boys, she was complaining about the boys bullying her… 20 
R Does she have any friends? 21 
S Actually, I don’t think so, from the look at it, she seems to be quite 
a loner, I’m not sure because I don’t really see her interacting with 
them, but one time I know she took some of the money from the 
school jogathon that she had collected some money from the 
volunteers, she actually tried to buy friendship, because she 
apparently took the money and she gave it away to her friends. 
22 
 When I went to school to check, her friends admitted that she had 
given away, one dollar, two dollars to buy things for them fro the 
canteen and the bookshop, so she’s actually trying to buy their 
friendship you know… 
23 
R Ya, she doesn’t really have many friends then… 24 
S Actually, she always seems so unkempt and she doesn’t seem to 
bother about her appearance 
25 
R Ya, even like yesterday, she was just lying down on the couch, 
really like there’s no objective, no aim, unlike little children this 
age, they’ll be very active, jumping around, she’s very laidback … 
26 
S Hmm, sometimes I wonder if there’s any problem, well, I’ve been 
trying very hard to raise her standard, raise her level of 
proficiency, at least she can read an write, that would be a big step 
ahead, so she can enjoy storybooks,…whenever teachers come and 
help her, she shows a very disinterested attitude either she excuses 
herself quite often and disappears midway through the lesson 
and…or at times she just doesn’t seem to be concentrating and this 
get sthe teachers very frustrated… 
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R Yes, so I noticed as well, even the books, she just opens them  and 
she asks you to teach her, but how do you teach her, its like, 
there’re so many things that she doesn’t know… 
28 
 Then in her classroom. Have you seen her in her school 
environment? 
29 
S Yes 25 
R How is she like there? 26 
S Actually like a lost child, I feel she looks like a lost child 27 
R Does she go for her classes? 28 
S She does, but quite often she misses the bus, 29 
 then sometimes I see her uniform being thrown in the dustbin,  30 
R Oh? 31 
S Yes, I went to the dustbin and picked up the uniform, I think that 
could be an excuse to say ‘I don’t have any uniform so I don’t have 
to go to school’ and sometimes the caretaker says she hides behind 
the door when the bus comes so you cant find her…the bathroom, 
she hides in the bathroom 
32 
   
R So she really doesn’t like to go to school? 33 
S No, I think so, well, in school, she not going anywhere, and she gets 
scolded for not doing her homework… 
34 
R But what other things, do you know if she’s interested in other 
things? 
35 
S She likes colouring, drawing she’s not good, but she just loves to 
fill in with colors 
36 
 Apart from that,  she likes to play, very playful, singing, so I 
actually got some material for her, very colourful materials like 
kindergarten type of materials like phonics, songs, bright colourful 
pictures and hoping that would stimulate her interest in reading 
because she would only go for that level. 
 
 When you proceed with words…she’s not interested anymore 37 
 I’m sending her actually for enrichment classes you know, every 
Tuesday evenings, about four thirty, the lady’s from the 
developmental institute, she’s actually trained from America.   
38 
 She runs a school to teach children and she’s very kindly agreed to 
take M.G. because I have explained the problem, so she’s been 
taking M.G. and R.B. every Tuesday evening because she has a 
class for that age group, helping them through Maths concepts and 
Science, so usually, M.G is very interested but she’s not very 
focused, that’s the observation.  
39 
 She loves to look around, disturb things, I thought that this might 
be a good concept because its more hands on, not just sit down and 
look at the book, so we’re hoping that  this exposure would help 
her. 
40 
 I’m doing my best to give her as much exposure as I can, when 
everybody comes, I give her that priority because she needs help, 
all my tutors I channel to her first and then to the others 
41 
R Yes, because I noticed her as well, its as if she’s got no objectives… 42 
S Yes, I think its also very hard for her as  well because she doesn’t 
seem to have any living relatives who are concerned for her. 
43 
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 Whereas the other children  they have foster parents and they have 
relatives, whereas for her, all her relatives are far away and they 
don’t seem very interested to visit her regularly  or support her 
financially … 
44 
R The rejections… 45 
S Ya, she feels different from the others … 46 
R Yes, even when she goes back with you, I mean I think that she feels 
rejected n the sense that, everybody else has got a foster parent and 
then she goes back with you, not because you chose her out of the 
rest but because she’s the only one left behind, so you have to take 
her back, take care of her… 
47 
 I suppose if let’s say, there are ten of them and you choose her, 
then her image, her self confidence would be better, but because 
everyone has gone off and she’s the only one left behind 
48 
 But why doesn’t anyone want to foster her?  49 
 She’s quite cute  huh? 50 
S Ya, working on that…there was a couple that was interested and 
then they showed up once and then they didn’t continue and 
pursued the matter but then they were both working, husband and 
wife. 
51 
 I don’t think that would be so good for her because she needs a full 
time mother… 
52 
R Chinese or Indian? 53 
S Indian… Indian couple 54 
 Ther’s the step sister and brother…I’ve asked her countless times 
to take her, they say, ‘too busy’ and then only school holidays they 
will come and take her… 
55 
R So she’s got living relatives? 56 
S But they’re in Seremban and the environment there is not good.  57 
 According to her, the person who referred her to us, they all live in 
one small house, and the uncle, and all that, they’re either 
alcoholics, drug addicts, and some of them are wanted by police 
and seems like one of the uncle has got undesirable intentions 
towards her, she’s a young girl and I’m afraid that he might abuse 
her.   
58 
 Her mother didn’t want her there, before she died she looked 
around at a lot of places. 
59 
R But besides the couple, there’s no one else? 60 
S No, so far I’ve fostered her sometimes, but the feedback that  I get 
is that some of them say she’s untidy and very dirty and she’s also 
very lazy and disinterested and wont do what they ask her to do, so 
sometimes she may not portray a very likeable, a very loveable type 
of image… 
61 
R So I suppose in school also, she’s just ignore? 62 
S Yes. Left on her own, to struggle 63 
R I guess if she wants to wonder around, the teachers just let her do 
that 
64 
S Exactly, I asked her, ‘how come you are wondering around the 
school?’ 
65 
 So that makes me think, what on earth is she doing in school? 66 
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 Another thing I am thinking about is to send her to another 
developmental centre where they do home schooling where they try 
to help a child work at his or her own pace but I’m not thinking of 
taking her out of school yet but just another additional program… 
67 
R She doesn’t have any other potentials right? 68 
S Potentials? No, maybe art could be… 69 
R What about the other children? They don’t help her out? 70 
S I’ve always asked them to be kind to her, to help her, but I’ve 
noticed that, they say they try to help her but she doesn’t want to be 
helped so they have also given up. 
71 
 She doesn’t want to follow instructions. She’s quite stubborn in that 
sense, strong will of her own when you ask her to study. 
72 
 She would just look at you and refuse to budge… 73 
R But sometimes I feel like she’s an adult… 74 
 She knows how to twist you around and get what she wants, she 
shows you this very pathetic face, and she knows if she shows this 
kind of face, she will get it from you. 
75 
 So in this sense, she’s not as blur as we think, she knows, its like 
she’s just playing a game with you and because she’s not interested 
in studies so its out for her…I don’t care so I don’t want to bother. 
76 
 If I want to do something, I will, because I like it, so I will do it. 77 
 For example, she taught me how to play a game, so if she’s 
interested she will do it. 
78 
 Maybe she needs someone to really focus attention on her… 79 
S Yes, but before that even, we must focus on her emotional needs, 
give her a lot of love, pray for her self esteem, that could unlock the 
key to helping her…a lot of prayers because she can really wear 
you down, so I’m trying to do that, to praise her, hopefully, that 
could her uncover these hidden potential that she might have. 
80 
 Like when I’m in the kitchen, cooking, she likes to come and help, 81 
R She’s very in the Indian woman role huh? I noticed she likes to do 
all that woman duties, like she would help Y throw the garbage, of 
course Y would ask her, but she would do it you know, and the 
other time she was taking care of S.V., the little baby. 
82 
S Yes she just loves taking care of babies, sometimes I got a little 
worried that she was so absorbed into doing that she neglects every 
other area of her life. Even taking her bath, eating, just wants to 
take care of the baby. 
83 
R What about the other children? Have you visited them in schools 
before? 
84 
S Yes, I have visited them before. 85 
R How are they like in school? Do they have friends? 86 
S Ya, most of them, I’ve been, seen them in the canteens, I’ve seen 
then mixing around with friends 
87 
R Their studies, how are their studies? 88 
S Well, they have improved, the first day they came, they cannot read 
or write, now they are reading books, some of them, some of them 
are still struggling, but they can at least speak, in sentences, they 
can understand, that’s a big step. 
89 
R Who are those who are quite good? 90 
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S I have seen G actually improve by leaps and bounds, when she first 
came she had missed school and was placed in Standard Three, she 
could barely speak to me when she came, but now I see her reading 
the Bible and all. 
91 
 People are quite impressed that she can do math, she’s quite 
interested in studying. 
92 
 C also is good, M and L, they are in Chinese school so I don’t know 
too much about their Mandarin but when they first came they failed 
a lot in their subjects … 
93 
R M and L, what are their backgrounds like? 94 
S They are abandoned, their mother left them when M was two so she 
hardly knows her mother and the father left them early last year of 
course they always believe that the father will come back.  
95 
 Even though I suggested that they might like to be fostered out, they 
will say we still prefer our own parents, this coming out form their 
own mouths. 
96 
 They have an aunty (father’s sister) but she couldn’t look after 
them, she’s staying with her in laws with two kids, the in laws are 
not happy about taking these two, so she sought the welfare’s help, 
so they’ve  been placed here. 
97 
 The father was more of a gambler, owed people a lot of money, 
shares, people are chasing him because of debts. 
98 
 According to the aunty, they were leading a quite well to do life 
style, they know they don’t have money but they still used credit 
cards all that, so they lived well but were actually bankrupt. 
99 
R How are they in school? 100 
S They’re ok, average, but attitude, I’m a bit concerned especially 
Lewis, he’s got a defiant air, I’ve noticed a bit recently. 
 
 He doesn’t want to study, when you ask him, he will look down and 
delays. 
 
 Michelle, also very playful, likes to lock herself in the room with the 
other girls and play with the dolls. 
 
R Is she influenced?  
S Yes, sometimes the language they pick up, not very good English 
words.  
 
 Coming from the foster parents when they take them in,  sometimes 
when she doesn’t get her own way, she will tell them ‘go and die’ 
 
 These are the words I have heard the Indian children saying…  
R I think a lot of influence is from Y also…  




















S Say after me, ok, …when there’s someone else…(children repeat)  1 
 who is saying something (children repeat) 2 
 That I need to hear 3 
 If I’m easily distracted it will not be very clear 4 
 I must listen very closely to the things they have to say 5 
 I will choose to be attentive  6 
 Every hour every day 7 
 Ok, we’re going to start the song. This song tells us that showing 8 
 the worth of a person is by giving full attention to them, but if, 9 
 say, Caleb is looking outside there (Caleb was looking around), 10 
 do you think it’s very attentive? The story of the deer…now one 11 
 day, there’s this deer who was out in the forest…and there was 12 
 this big cougar. You know what’s a cougar or not? 13 
M No…. 14 
S It’s like a big tiger like that, like a cheetah, very big. 15 
M Oh, like a puma? 16 
S Ah.. yes, anyway…                                        17 
 But the deer’s mother was listening very carefully because she 18 
 was very attentive so she saved her deer and brought him to 19 
 safety. Imagine if she was not attentive,…oh dear…, what do you 20 
 think will happen to the little deer? 21 
 You see, the deer has very special ears, their ears ah…can turn 22 
 different ways (shows using her hands how the ears turn)…very 23 
 special you know. 24 
 Ok, lets sing the song again ok, when there’s someone else who’s 25 
 saying something I need to hear (plays the song on the radio) 26 
M (Interrupts)….Hannah!… 27 
S Oh, you see, you’re not attentive again 




 Ok, let me go through again,…sit down, sit down please… I will 29 
 show the work of what they have to say, (sings), I will be 30 
 attentive, so very attentive I will show (show) the work of what … 31 
S they have to say, have to say, that means, if we’re saying 32 
 something very important, and people listen, it shows that you’re very 
important. 
33 
C So if someone is talking, and you’re talking, (Carmen!) what does it  34 
 show? If you’re talking and your friend is talking, how does that show? 35 
S You’re not special 36 
 And when I am tempted to not be attentive because some else is  37 
 distracting you, say, your friend is playing basketball or you hear your 38 
 neighbour talking or something, you can choose, cause, attentiveness is a 39 
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 choice you will…choose to be attentive ANYWAY. 40 
 SO, WE ALL NEED OT ASK God to help us to be attentive, because we 41 
 should ask, the Bible says in God’s word, we should ask, so that we can 42 
 become wiser and wiser everyday. 43 
 How, how do you make sure you’re attentive?  44 
 Ok, say this after me. 45 
 (Holds up her right hand, puts it on her heart in pledge).  
 I will (children repeat after her every sentence) 46 
 Look at people   47 
 when they speak to me 48 
 I will ask questions  49 
 If I don’t understand 50 
 I wil sit or stand  up straight 51 
 I will not draw attention to myself 52 
 I will keep my eyes, ears, hands, feet and mouth 53 
 From distraction 54 
 Amen. 55 
 Ok, lets pray. (children close their eyes, and bow their heads) 56 
 Father God, (children repeat after her every sentence) 57 
 Give us ears to listen we pray 58 
 Give us the strength  59 
 To give attention 60 
 To the people around us 61 
 Amen.  62 



































C Okay, somebody, who wants to pray? (before the Bible reading 
starts) We’ll start from my right ok? Kristina? (children laugh and 




(Prays and ends prayer with Amen. The prayer can hardly be 
heard, it’s a lot of mumbling but the Amen comes out loud and 
clear and is echoed by the rest of the children) 
2 
G And all the children say… (everyone says it together again loudly, 
almost shouting, AMEN) 
3 
C Ok, have you all done any of these before? (looks through the 
Children’s Bible- contains Bible stories for children) 
4 
Children No 5 
C No? 6 
Lewis I got do Adam and Eve before 7 
C So you haven’t started on this one (the Children’s Bible)? 8 
Children Not yet.  9 
C Ok, we’re going to start on this one ok? (flips through the pages) 
Looks interesting. How about story of creation? 
10 
Children Ok 11 
C Ok, everybody, read one paragraph, loud and clear, slowly. (at this 
point, the children were talking among themselves and not paying 
attention) 
12 
C Everybody, quiet… 13 
G (Reads from the Bible). God created the sky and the earth (pauses 
3secs). The earth was (pauses 2 secs) empty and had no form. 
Darkness covered ah…(pauses 3 secs) the… 
14 
C (Prompts) Ocean 15 
G Ocean 16 
 The reading goes on for a while. Children are prompted by Chris 
whenever they cannot understand or are unable to pronounce 
certain words. Some children are prompted almost word for word) 
 
C Michelle, you read the second paragraph again…then God said… 17 
M Then God said…let there be  light and there was light… 18 
 Reading session continues. Chris asks  Matthew to read the whole 
chapter again when all the children have had their turn at a 
paragraph each. Ruben was not called to read though because he 
cannot read. 
 
C Listen carefully ah, after I am going to ask you questions… 
(Matthew reads) 
19 
C Do you understand the story? Who made the world? 20 
Children God 21 
C Who made you and I? 22 
Children God 23 
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C So who’s our Heavenly Father? 24 
Children God 25 
C What about out fathers and mothers here on earth? Who made them 
then? 
26 
Children God 27 
C So, (someone sneezes and says ‘excuse me’)… who is our real 
father? 
28 
Children God 29 
C And our fathers and mothers are only guardians ok? So, What did 
He create? 
25 
Children Sun, moon, stars, everything 26 
M All living things and all non living things 27 
G The table, the chair, fan… 28 
C That’s good. What did He create on the first day? 29 
G He create tree…? No… 30 
K Light and darkness 31 
C Yes,  32 
K Water 33 
Michele Water and air 34 
C (Turns to researcher) Looks like they know their Bible stories quite 
well don’t they? 
35 
R Yeah, they do. 36 
 Questions and answers go on for a while  
C Ok, what did God tell Adam and Eve not to do? 37 
Children All the fruit you can eat only the middle part 38 
G And they never listen, then eatlah, so 39 
M They were tempted by Satan 40 
G (Acts out temptation…holds an imaginary apple in her hand) This 
is very nice…this fruit cannot eat one, eatlah… (the rest laugh) 
41 
C (Looks at G and quickly asks another question) So who tempted Eve 
to eat from the fruit? 
42 
Children Snake 43 
C Satan 44 
Children Satan, snake 45 
C The serpent 46 
Children Snake 47 
G Eh, last time the snake can talk one ah? 48 
C (Ignores her) What did the snake say to Eve? 49 
G There, eat this, its very nice (said in a very teasing manner) 50 
Children Good, you can get clever 51 
G No 52 
C Yes 53 
G Yes,  you become like God 54 
C Yes, you can become like God 55 
Albert And then you can have a lot of money (G interrupts: No he didn’t 
say that) 
56 
C Ok, so why did the snake say that? 57 
G Because he want the girl to shy (Michelle interrupts: No, disobey 
God) 
58 
C Yes, disobey God right? And then what happened when she took the 59 
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fruit? 
Albert Sin 60 
M No! she gave it to Adam 61 
C Yes, so Adam also sinned right? 62 
G Yes. And then the fruit got stuck (points to her throat) So all the 
boys got this (points to imaginary bump at throat) 
63 
C Yes, that’s why it’s called Adam’s apple right? 64 
Lewis Why I don’t have one? 65 
C You will have it. Ok, so Adam has got to work and Eve has got to 
bear children 
66 
Children Ya, and then God said,  when your children grow big will got 
problem 
67 
C Ah, who is the problem here? 68 
G The big son 69 
C Who’s the good one? 70 
Children Cain 71 
Matt Abel murdered Kane 72 
Ruth (Interrupts) I think it’s the opposite… 73 
C (Laugh) I always get it mixed up. Ok, who murdered who? C 
murdered Abel. So what did you learn from today’s lesson? 
74 
Matt Creation 75 
K Don’t hide from God 76 
Children Sin, obey 77 
C So if we sin, what must we do? Confess right? Then we repent. 78 
G What is  repent? 79 
C Means don’t do it again… 80 
 Session ends with prayers said by the children. They are asked to 
pray for specific people, for example, Chris, the researcher, Ruth, 
the supervisor and they themselves. Surprisingly, no one 




























C I run away come here 1 
R How did you come? 2 
C  I take the train, the current train 3 
 I just go in  just sit down then I stay one night in the balai polis, then 
I go to mahkamah then they check then they bring me here, then 
Aunty Jasmine find out the send me to school, take my I.C., then I can 
stay here lah 
4 
R Oh, last time you got go to school? 5 
 This is the first time you go to school? 6 
C Ya 7 
R Can you read and write? 8 
C No 9 
R What can you do? Alphabets? 10 
C Can. Little bit 11 
R Little bit. When did you learn how to read alphabets? 12 
C Just my aunty all teach me,  13 
 I know how to see only, I cannot write. I know how to see 14 
R When you came to Compassion Home, did someone teach you how to 
write? 
15 
C Ya 16 
R So how long already you’ve been here? 17 
C I’ve been here like two months, come here I learn my English, 
everything 
18 
R Two months only? Can you  speak English? Last time could you 
speak English? 
19 
C No. because I come this home  I don’t know how to speak English, 
they all speak English then I talk up myself, say to my name, then 
aunty jasmine say, if people ask my name, then you say like that all. 
20 
R So besides that how did you learn how to speak English? 21 
C I say first lah, my name, then I pick up my English, they all talking 
what bad things, good things, I ask from them lah, this means what, 
what to tell English,  
22 
R Who teaches you? 23 
C One aunty, aunty jerry 24 
R Now who teaches you? 25 
C Nobody, I learn myself 26 
R  Tell me how you learn 27 
C Everyday I learn learn, everyday they all talking English, I learn, 
practise, practise and then practise already I can talk already 
28 
R  In school can you speak bahasa? 29 
C Ya 30 
R So in school you talk English or bahasa 31 
C English teacher come I talk English, bahasa teacher come I talk 
bahasa lah 
32 
R  So now if people talk to you in English, you understand? 33 
 334
C Ya 34 
R Do you like to go to school? 35 
C Ya 36 
R Tell me what you do in school? 37 
C I just learn listen what the teacher say, write, teacher say write I 
write, listen only 
38 
R Reading, writing no? 39 
C I writing got, I writing with the  teacher, teacher say write ah, then I 
write ah 
40 
R What about books here? Do you have books? You like to read? 41 
C Ya, I like to read, I don’t know how to read 42 
R So what you do? You look at the pictures only? 43 
C Ya, I look at the pictures only, I don’t know how to read. Sometime I 
ask people to read for me. 
44 
R So how are you going to learn to read slowly 45 
 On Friday, aunty wai ling comes and teach you how to read? 46 
C Ya, she teach me, ba ‘ba’(pronunciation-phonetics) like that 47 
R Ok, do you think that going to school is important/ 48 
C Ya because go to school little bit can learn and then anywhere we all 
go we all big ready we all go anywhere we all take buy car, we all 
take out our house and then we all look the sign board we all learn 
how to read like that and then people ask how your name, how you 
pick this car how do you go to school and then any work also, no 
study cannot work. 
49 
R Ya, but do you find it hard? Are you helping yourself? 50 
C Ya. Helping myself, I just little bit, I learnlah I not very fast to learn, 
just little bit little bit 
51 
R How do you feel when sometimes you don’t know how to read ah? 52 
C Feel sad also 53 
R  You think, how long do you give yourself to be able to read ah? 54 
C Just ask the people 55 
R  You think by the time you finish PMR you can read or not? 56 
C I cannot 57 
R In school how if you cannot read? 58 
C I don lah the answer, some correct some no 59 
R Does your teacher help you? 60 
C No, exam time no helping lah, other time he helping 61 
R So now how do you think you can help yourself? How are you going 
to help yourself? 
62 
C Just the teacher say what, to write sign board, I learnlah ask to 
teacher how do this one, how do like that. 
63 
R Here, do you do your homework or not? 64 
C Ya 65 
R You do everyday? 66 
C No teacher only give, then I do but everyday people tuition come, I 
with them 
67 
R What kind of subjects do you do tuition? 68 
C There, mathematic, spelling things like ball… 69 
R What about writing, can you write? 70 
C Ya, I can write little bit 71 
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R  Tell me, how, if you cannot read, how can you write? 72 
C Because teacher say mah, how to write, I copy the signboard mah, 
the blackboard 
73 
R Oh that means you cannot read a book but you can copy and write 74 
C Ya 75 
R So like this one (points to some words) can you read that? 76 
C (shakes head)  
R You cannot, but ask you to copy, you can? 77 
C Ya 78 
R  That means you can write alphabets 79 
C Ya 80 
R Do you think English is important? 81 
C Ya, English, malay 82 
R 
 
English is important? 83 
C Ya 84 
R Why? 85 
C Because anybody go England, people all come talk with me English, I 
don’t know they think I never study 
86 
R Here, is there anybody who help you? 87 
C Ya, aunty lilian 88 
R How? 89 
C No, aunty Jerry, she say, you write and read,ah, for myself, not for 
them because I write and read ah, when I go out, can see mah, the 
words, cannot ask people after we so shy. 
90 
R who else? 91 
C Aunty Annie, Aunty Jasmine 92 
R Do other help you in the home? 93 
C Mei mei, sarah, Hannah, matthew 94 
R How? 95 
C I ask them they all say, they read one part, I follow them like that 96 
R Is that helpful? 97 
R So who does that for you? 98 
C Mei mei, and then sarah, Hannah 99 
R If you find anything which is difficult and you cannot, what happens? 100 
C Feel so sad lah, I cannot read, and study, just take easy book lah 101 
R So you take easy book and what do you do? 102 
C Just ask aunty annie, read 103 
R So when you feel sad what do you do? Will you try 104 
C I wont try, cannot read 105 
R Why do you think by the time PMR, three more years, you cannot 
read? Why? 
106 
C I don’t know, I standard one until standard three I no go to school. I 











Interview with Mei 
 
R- Researcher 
M- Mei          
 
R Ok, tell me before you came to the home and now, how are your 
studies like? 
1 
M Before, before, like when I was in the school, I don’t know how to 
read then I only know how to talk Cantonese, Mandarin, English I 
just know a bit only, not very well. 
2 
 Then the problem, I move here lah 3 
R How long have you been here? 4 
M Five years, five and the half, before I was here, I was so new, I don’t 
know how to say, don’t know how to introduce myself to people, then 
I just know how to like very quiet, then few years in my school, I 
learn from my tuition teacher, I learn how to , how to, teach us how 
to read and  write.  
5 
R Those that come to the home you mean? The volunteers? 6 
M Yes. 7 
 At first when she came, she take a book and ask me to write, I was so 
frightened, I don’t know how to, so I tell her my problem I tell her o 
don’t know how to read, I tell her everything.  
8 
 Then she tell me, she taught me everything, then after that few years, 
got exam, then the tuition teacher asked why you so sad, I told her I 
got exam very soon. Then she teach me a bit lah, then last time, when 
I was in Standard Three, I was in Chinese school, no tuition teacher 
was here, then when I came here, the church member came and they 
all teach us. Then Saturday Sunday, people from college they will 
come and teach us, play with us. 
9 
 So when my result came out, I did ok and the aunty say, keep it up. So 
until today its ok lah 
10 
R When you first came you cannot speak English right? How did you 
learn how to speak? 
11 
M Learn from like people, I learn from aunty jerry, aunty lilian, aunty 
selvi, a lot of aunty. 
12 
R Do you like to go to school 13 
M Ok, can 14 
R What do you like 15 
M When I first in school, I got a lot of friend, in class but I don’t know 
how to do the work. 
16 
 Then when I come back aunty jasmine will tell me to do my 
homework, have to cannot, must do homework lah, if not you cannot 
do well in the exam so from that day onwards I learn how to do my 
homework everything. 
17 
R Do you study everyday 18 
M Not really 19 
R Why? 20 
M Because when I don’t have homework, I will read a story book 21 
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R Ok,do you like reading? 22 
M Like 23 
R What kind of books do you read? 24 
M Enid blyton, comics, then I read if I was bored,  I would read my 
textbook like BM, English, and if don’t have, I will go to the library 
and take some books to read. 
25 
R Do you read all the time 26 
M Not really, because sometimes the whole week got tuition but if the 
teacher is not well and cannot  come,  
27 
 But like aunty annie, she will teach us how to take a book and read 
lah 
28 
R What if you come across a book that is difficult to read, what do you 
do ah? 
29 
M Then if I don’t know to read, I will ask, the word if I don’t know I will 
ask lah 
30 
R Who? 31 
M Aunty annie. 32 
R Do you ask Hannah and sarah? 33 
M Ya, sometimes I ask them but now they are also very busy with their 
exam also, PMR, SPM 
34 
 So I don’t disturb them, I ask Aunty Jasmine, sometime Aunty Annie, 
sometime Aunty Jerry, Aunty Lillian 
35 
R Do you think reading and writing is important to you? 36 
M Ya 37 
R Why? 38 
M Because if I don’t know how to write and read, I wont get good result 
and if I got big, I don’t know what to do, what ambition to do, then I 
have to learn 
39 
R Do you like Fridays when aunty wai ling comes? 40 
M Ya, I like. She brought a lot of interesting storybooks and then I will 
read lah,  
41 
R Do you find it helpful? 42 
M I will ask aunty to lend me the book 43 
R Do you find your English had improved? 44 
M Ya, a lot 45 
R In school, how do you do in school, what are your results like? 46 
M Ok,  47 
R Give me an example 48 



















R Ok, tell me how long you’ve been here Matthew? 1 
M I stay here  almost three years 2 
R When you came did you know how to speak English, did you know 
how to read and write? 
3 
M No I don’t kow how to speak English 4 
R What did you speak? 5 
M Chinese 6 
R Could you read and write 7 
M Yes but I cannot write English 8 
 Bahasa little bit 9 
R Can you read when you first came here? 10 
M No 11 
R Now? 12 
M Yes 13 
R Ok tell me how did you learn how to read. 14 
M I learn some of the aunty teaching me, aunty annie 15 
R How 16 
M Ask us to read until we can read 17 
R How? 18 
M Just take a story book, teach us what is the word 19 
 Some like writing in the book, like spelling 20 
R What other ways 21 
 In school, did you learn? 22 
M Yes 23 
R In the home, besides aunty annie, how did you learn? 24 
M Try to read ownself 25 
R But if you don’t know the meaning how? 26 
M Just ask other people 27 
R How did you learn how to speak English then? 28 
M Stay in the house for a long time 29 
R How did you learn? 30 
M Just get from other people? 31 
R How? 32 
M They will speak, just follow 33 
R What about writing? 34 
M Not very good 35 
R What kind of books do you like to read? 36 
M Stories, schoolbook, any storybooks 37 
R What is your favourite 38 
M All the books, comics I got read 39 
R Ok on Fridays, do you like that activitiy? 40 
M Oh yes,  41 
R Why? 42 
M To help my English 43 
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R Do you learn anything? 44 
M Yes 45 
R What? 46 
M We must share to sit, we cannot shout when teacher is reading, we 
must let the small one to sit in front and the older one sit behind so 
that the little one can see 
47 
R Oh, who taught you that? 48 
M Learn from aunty jasmine 49 
R You sit where?  50 
M I sit behind 51 
R So who sits infront then? 52 
M Megala,Carmen and Kei Kei 53 
R How do you do in school? Do you do very well? 54 
M I not very well, I need more study. 55 
R Who help you in your study? 56 
M Got some visitor, my tuition teacher. 57 
R Like uncle Jason 58 
M Ya he teach me science 59 
R How does he teach you? 60 
M Like some of the word, I don’t know, he tell me the meaning 61 
R You think that is helpful? 62 
M Yes because he help me learn, so that when I grow up, I can have a 
good future 
63 
R Why do you think it is  important to have a good future? 64 
M If we don’t have a good future, we’ll end up with like a beggar, 
asking people for money 
65 
R You don’t like that? 66 
M Yes, I don’t like that 67 
R Do you think learning to read and write is important? 68 
M Yes 69 
R Why? 70 
M So that we can have a good work 71 
R What about English? Do you think learning English is good? 72 
M Ya? 73 
R Same reason 74 
M Yes 75 
R Are you helping yourself do better in school? 76 
M Ya 77 
R Ya, how? 78 
M Read the UPSR books 79 
R Do you think you will do well? 80 
M Yes 81 
R How many A’s do you think you can get? 82 
M Five 83 
R In school, what did you get for your last exam? 84 
M Some of them are not very good 85 
R Like what? 86 
M Like mathematics 87 
R What did you get? 88 
M Twenty something 89 
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R  Over hundred? 90 
 Then how to improve? 91 
 When is the UPSR? 92 
M September 93 
R Another two months more. Do you think you can get an A from now 
to then? 
94 
M (nods)  
R Can? How? 95 
M Study 96 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 341
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 342
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 343
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
